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Abstract

 
The thesis examines the discursive construction of ideologies
in online news comment sections. The data come from news
stories related to gender-based issues such as the #MeToo
Movement, gender discrimination in scholarly publication
during the Covid-19 pandemic, and gendered media bias in the
reporting of missing peoples, known as Missing White Woman
Syndrome. In examining discourse in online news comment
sections, the thesis aims to uncover how ideologies are
constructed even in the more accessible, mundane online
spaces. The four studies in the thesis each address the
question of how ideologies are discursively constructed in
online news comment sections, approaching it from different
perspectives and using various methods and materials. These
are primarily informed by work within Critical Discourse
Analysis complemented by approaches such as the Appraisal
framework, Narrative Analysis and dialogism, and corpus-
assisted methods.
     
The thesis contributes to our understanding of the relationship
between identity and ideology, particularly in its examination
of how the discursive construction of ideologies in the data is
connected to social categorisation. Commenters construct
identities for themselves or for others which are used in the
(de)legitimation of certain ideologies. Furthermore, the thesis
illustrates the role of dialogism in the construction of
ideologies in online news comment sections. Commenters
expand and contract the dialogue in order to permit or restrict
the voices and opinions of others. Additionally, commenters
evaluate the normality of certain practices in order to construct
them as legitimate or otherwise. The thesis therefore
contributes to scholarship on how ideologies are discursively
constructed in online spaces.
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1 Introduction 

Online ideologies, and the ways in which they are constructed and spread, 

have become an increasingly pressing issue for wider society. The construc-

tion of ideologies online is no longer considered as existing within the con-

fines of the internet, as for at least the previous decade there have been myriad 

examples of how online communication has in some part resulted in offline 

ideological action. In several examples, positive social action has been organ-

ised in online spaces, such as the demonstrations calling for greater civil rights 

and equality. For instance, the pro-democracy protests in Hong Kong from 

2019 into 2020, or the #BlackLivesMatter marches in the US and elsewhere 

in 2020 both originated online. Online activism influenced by ideological be-

liefs has also led to large fundraising campaigns, such as donations to the legal 

defense fund of anti-sexual-harassment organisation Time’s Up. However, 

online communication has also resulted in the organisation of negative and 

violent social action.  In August of 2024, for example, widespread rioting in 

the UK was found to have stemmed from online anti-immigration misinfor-

mation. On the more extreme end, several mass shootings have been linked to 
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online activity, including the white supremacist attacks at a mosque and Is-

lamic centre in Christchurch, New Zealand in 2020, or the misogynistic moti-

vations for the mass shooting in Isla Vista, California, in 2014.  

The seriousness of the issue of ideologies online is reflected in international 

and governmental acts intended to minimise the problem through fines for 

social media companies and, in some cases, punishments for individuals re-

sponsible for spreading harmful content. For example, the European Union 

has passed the EU Digital Service Act 2022, aimed at tackling issues such as 

disinformation and hate speech, while several European nations have passed 

their own Acts, including the NetzDG Act 2017 in Germany, the Avia Law 

2020 in France, and more recently the Online Safety Act 2023 in the UK. 

While these Acts demonstrate that the spread of ideologies online is being 

treated as an important issue, their effectiveness is yet to be seen to a signifi-

cant degree. One of several reasons for this is the nuanced and evolving nature 

of the language used to spread ideologies (Faloppa et al., 2023). This thesis 

therefore looks at language in online news comment sections in order to shed 

some light on the subtleties of how ideologies are discursively constructed.  

This thesis examines how ideologies are constructed discursively online, spe-

cifically in online news comment sections. Online news comment sections are 

interactive spaces which predominantly appear on the websites or social me-

dia platforms of established news corporations. In the thesis, the data come 

§from such news corporations as the BBC, The Guardian, or The New York 

Times, publications which are considered mainstream as they are easily acces-

sible and claim a level of impartiality in their reporting.  

In theory, online news comment sections (henceforth ONCSs) have the capac-

ity to bring together diverse perspectives on serious and important topics, for 

news consumers to provide feedback to news producers about what they be-

lieve is important, for readers or reviewers to share personal insight into com-

plex situations. In practice, however, discourse in ONCSs tends to be less co-
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operative. Rather than aligning with the ideal of a modern-day version of the 

Habermasian public sphere, a space for civil engagement and deliberative de-

mocracy, research into ONCSs has shown that they rarely involve constructive 

discussions. More often than not, they are spaces of incivility, ire, and, as the 

studies in this thesis demonstrate, spaces where ideologies are constructed and 

deconstructed discursively.  

This thesis explores how commenters construct ideologies primarily relating 

to gender, but also to race, nation, and other social categories through lan-

guage in ONCSs. The four studies which make up the thesis each explore the 

discursive construction of ideologies in relation to news stories which relate 

to gender and women’s issues. These are the #MeToo movement (Studies I 

and III), gender discrimination in scholarly publication during the Covid-19 

pandemic (Study II), and gendered media bias in the reporting of missing peo-

ple also known as Missing White Woman Syndrome (Study IV). These are 

explored using several theories and methods, most broadly falling within Crit-

ical Discourse Analysis but also encompassing the Appraisal framework, Nar-

rative Analysis and dialogism, and corpus-assisted methods.  

The studies within this thesis and the thesis itself are concerned with the way 

in which ideologies spread in the more mundane, unexpected corners of the 

internet. As mentioned above, the four studies use data collected from ONCSs 

taken from mainstream news articles and current affairs reports about issues 

related to women. In Studies I and III, the main focus is the reception of the 

#MeToo movement in Europe and how it related to current affairs within two 

European nations. In France, there is discussion about local attitudes regarding 

what can be considered sexual assault and what is simply flirtation, particu-

larly in relation to a public letter signed by prominent French women disa-

vowing the #MeToo movement. Meanwhile in Spain, the discussion was 

largely molded by the trial of five men accused of gang-rape against a 19-

year-old woman, and the lenient sentences given to the accused. Study II is 
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concerned with the experiences of women, especially mothers, in academia 

during the Covid-19 pandemic. The study looks specifically at how the com-

menters who identified as academic mothers expressed their frustration at not 

having the time or space to publish, while having to take over many household 

duties which other members of the academy could avoid. Study IV examines 

how commenters discuss the intense media coverage given to two high-profile 

criminal cases in 2022, namely the disappearances and murder of 33-year-old 

Sarah Everard in the UK and 22-year-old Gabby Petito in the US. Both cases 

reignited discussions around media bias and Missing White Woman Syn-

drome, which provides the entry point for the analysis in the study. Each of 

these issues and associated news stories will be discussed in further detail in 

Section 4.1.  

While the news articles from which the data were collected all relate to issues 

faced by women, the thesis finds that it is not only gender ideologies which 

are constructed in the comment sections, but also ideologies related to, for 

example, race and nation. The data were collected from news stories which 

have universal interest, in the sense that although they were stories about 

women, they were not stories exclusively targeted towards women. The sto-

ries used for the data in Studies I, III, and IV were all front-page news, while 

the topic under discussion in Study II — navigating work and home life during 

the Covid-19 pandemic — was one familiar to all readers. Furthermore, the 

data also come from news sites which are widely read among anglophone 

readers, such as The Guardian and The Washington Post. As such, the news 

stories can be considered ones of general interest shared on widely accessible 

platforms. 

1.2 Aims  

The primary aim of this thesis is to analyse how ideologies are constructed 

through discourse in mainstream online spaces, specifically ONCSs on widely 
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read platforms. By examining how ideologies are constructed in the more eve-

ryday online spaces such as ONCSs, the thesis contributes to the study of 

online discourse beyond more extreme or niche platforms, examining how 

mainstream audiences engage with and propagate ideologies in everyday in-

teractions and construct and deconstruct ideologies related to significant social 

issues. Focusing on news stories relating to gender-based issues such as the 

#MeToo movement, gender discrimination in academia, and media bias in the 

coverage of missing persons, and using a combination of methods, the thesis 

aims to uncover the processes by which ideologies are constructed, spread, 

and contested in everyday digital environments. The thesis specifically fo-

cuses on issues of gender and broader social categories, investigating how so-

cial categorisation and identity construction play a role in the discursive con-

struction of ideologies in ONCSs. The research reveals how social categorisa-

tion contributes to the (de)legitimation of certain ideologies and furthermore 

examines how traditional hegemonies relating to social roles are (de)con-

structed in online discourse.  

The aforementioned primary aim of the thesis is addressed by asking how ide-

ologies, of gender and otherwise, are constructed through the discourse in 

these online news comment sections relating to news stories about gender. In 

order to answer this overarching question, each of the studies in the thesis 

focuses on more specialised research questions, which can be encapsulated as:  

1. How are ideologies of gender or otherwise (de)legitimated in the da-

tasets? 

2. How are attitudes indexing gender (or other) ideologies discursively 

constructed in ONCSs? 

3. What discursive strategies are used by commenters to construct iden-

tities for themselves and others?  
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4. What discursive strategies are used to legitimate ideologies and view-

points in the ONCSs? 

5. What discursive strategies are used to delegitimate ideologies and 

viewpoints and to denaturalise others in the ONCSs?  

6. How do commenters call attention to gender-based issues such as gen-

der discrimination in scholarly publication and media bias in the com-

ment sections? 

7. In what ways is deliberative engagement with and discussion of gen-

der-based issues contracted in the discourse? 

The specific research questions asked by each of the four studies are given in 

the overview provided in Section 5.  

1.3 Outline of the extended introduction   

In the following sections, I will firstly introduce online news comment sec-

tions as the context from which the data were taken. Section 2 is intended to 

provide the reader with an overview of the physical dimensions of the ONCS, 

the affordances of the ONCS as an interactional space, and how ONCSs relate 

to other similar genres. The following Section 3 introduces the theoretical un-

derpinnings of the thesis. This section connects the various theoretical frame-

works used in the four studies, as well as a brief overview of the project’s 

progression, to make apparent how the theoretical framework was developed. 

Section 4 covers the methods and data analysis procedures of the thesis, as 

well as an overview of the datasets used for the four studies, some limitations 

of the thesis, and an overview of ethical considerations. The four studies are 

described in terms of their methods, analyses, and main findings in Section 5. 

Sections 6 and 7 offer a discussion of the overall findings and covers the con-

tribution of the thesis in relation to the field of digital discourse analysis, along 

with the final words of conclusion.  
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2 Online News Comment Sections  

The data for the thesis come from the comment sections of six websites using 

news reporting from seven media companies. Although there are differences 

overall between the datasets, they all fall within the genre of online news com-

ment sections (ONCSs). In the following sections, I will define what ONCSs 

are, beginning in Section 2.1 with a discussion of the design of a typical 

ONCS, making specific reference to the sites used for the data for the four 

studies. Next, Section 2.2 considers the affordances of ONCSs on an interac-

tional level. ONCSs and their related genres are given a brief overview  in 

Section 2.3, before finally discussing the wider effects and contributions of 

ONCSs to public discourse in Section 2.4.  

Although the thesis covers many aspects of the genre of online news comment 

sections in the following sections, I will not go into great detail about the pro-

gramming, algorithms, or user interface design of comment sections. This is 

not only because of my own lack of expertise in these areas, but also because 

the speed with which these technologies can change means that discussion of 

them is “ephemeral and rapidly outdated” (Androutsopoulos & Juffermans, 

2014, p. 2; see also Barton & Lee, 2013). As such, the following is rather a 

conceptual explanation of comment sections as spaces of interaction.  

2.1 Design and layout  

The general presentation of comment sections in the online space is as follows: 

below the source content (a video, news article, etc.), there is some infor-

mation about the author, publisher, etc. and there may also be advertisements 

or links to other content on or off the site. It is below this information that we 

find the ONCSs. In some cases, they are hidden, and only revealed by a click; 

in others, they are immediately visible. In most instances, they expand down-
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wards; however occasionally, such as in The Washington Post, clicking to re-

veal more comments opens a separate window at the side of the page. Where 

the comment section appears may have a significant effect on the levels of 

engagement, for example The New York Times saw an increase in the number 

of comments it received when it moved the comment sections from a separate 

webpage to just below the relevant articles in 2011 (Muddiman & Jomini 

Stroud, 2016). On some sites, readers must click a button to expand a thread 

and show more replies to initial posts, rather than having them appear imme-

diately.  

For the most part, comments are displayed on a two-tier level. This hierar-

chical architecture, which presents the information in a more or less linear 

fashion, is suggested to have an effect on how readers and commenters con-

ceive of the comment sections, which may in turn influence the levels of de-

liberative engagement (Peacock et al., 2019). The general structure which 

most ONCSs take is represented in Figure 2.1, reproduced from Study II.  
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Figure 2.1. Typical layout of a comment section. 

 

Sites also differ in terms of what information is given about the participants. 

In some cases, the commenters are completely anonymous, while in others 

varying degrees of identifying information are given. This includes variations 

in time stamps, from the comparatively vague (e.g. 2 weeks ago) to the spe-

cific (e.g. November 3rd, 2023). There are furthermore variations in how 

much can be gleaned about a commenter’s location. On some sites, such as 

the Daily Mail UK, commenters are asked to give specific details about the 

town or state, and country they are in (e.g. Stockholm, Sweden, or Dublin, 

Ireland). However, in these cases, the initial town is often left as an open op-

tion rather than a slide-down menu. As such, commenters may input some-

thing besides their town, for example “Middle of Nowhere”, “TrumpSucks”, 

or “Feeling Blue” (these are some examples from the metadata removed from 

Study IV). Furthermore, on sites where users are not prompted to provide a 
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location, some may nonetheless choose to include an indication of their where-

abouts in their username (e.g. StockholmMan).  

Usernames, if they are used by the site, provide an insight into a commenter’s 

identity, as research into how individuals choose their usernames shows that 

they often provide indexical information about the user (Hämäläinen, 2022). 

Avatars, or profile pictures, also provide information about the user, whether 

they are actual photos of a person or a chosen image which provides infor-

mation about the user’s likes and interests. Finally, some sites ask for infor-

mation about the commenter’s profession, including exact positions and insti-

tutes, for example, “PhD student, Stockholm University”. The affordances of 

the comment sections on the six platforms used in the thesis are outlined in 

Table 2.1 below. However, as can be seen from the table, the information for 

Inside Higher Ed was no longer available. Even on archived articles, comment 

sections have been completely removed from the site and online searches re-

vealed no trace of their layout or affordances, underscoring the aforemen-

tioned ephemerality of digital technologies.  
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  Avatar  Username  Location  Time  

YouTube  Yes  @username  No  [X duration] ago  

InsideHigh-

erEd  

N/A  N/A  N/A  N/A  

The Guardian  Yes  Username  No  [X duration] ago  

The New York 

Times  

No (first ini-

tial used)  

Username  Yes, open  [X duration] ago  

Daily Mail UK  Yes  Username  City (open), 

Country (from 

dropdown)  

[X duration] ago  

The Washing-

ton Post  

No  Username  No  [X duration] ago  

 

Table 2.1. Affordances of ONCSs used in studies. 

 

Differences in how ONCSs are moderated, which will be discussed from an 

interactional perspective in Section 2.2, may also affect the design of the site. 

Certain news sites place some comments above others so that they might be 

read first, usually appearing in their own section named, for example, “Edi-

tor’s Picks”. The New York Times allows readers to decide how they want 

comments to be displayed by selecting tabs reading “All”, “Readers’ Picks”, 

and “NYT Picks”, suggesting that news corporations give some consideration 

to the structure of their comment sections (Peacock et al., 2019). Promoting 

certain comments over others as “Picks” ostensibly highlights these comments 

as exemplary (Juarez Miro, 2022); however, it likely also contributes to a level 

of self-monitoring by those considering leaving a comment.   
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As is outlined in this section, the layout and design of comment sections can 

vary widely and may affect how commenters use them in a multitude of un-

known ways. These variations, whether intentionally or not, also have an ef-

fect on the level of bias that the ONCSs have, as they, like all technologies, 

will have bias to a certain degree (Jones & Hafner, 2021). The design choices 

of a news site therefore are not value-free. Moreover, different user af-

fordances have been shown to have an effect on the ways in which people 

comment on ONCSs (Weber, 2014). The various affordances for interaction 

on the six sites are discussed in the following section. 

2.2 Interactional affordances  

The previous section explains the actual physical layout of the comment sec-

tion on a webpage. While the comment section is presented as a two-dimen-

sional space on the webpage, with one comment following another in a more 

or less orderly sequence, the dialogic reality is quite different. The beginning 

of a thread is always an initial comment, however the subsequent direction an 

interaction will take is unpredictable. For example, some initial comments re-

ceive no replies, and as such end where they began, while some may be inter-

acted with through a like or a share, but not textually. On the other hand, some 

comments lead to ongoing interactions known as “threads”, which can them-

selves vary greatly in length. Interaction in comment threads may be uniform, 

with one single thread discussing the same topic in a conversational manner, 

or can be quite complex, with various commenters responding to initial com-

ments or to subsequent comments, causing multiple discussions to spring from 

a single initial comment. In some instances, these interactions continue over 

many comments until a conclusion is reached, while in others they end ab-

ruptly and without any natural coda. Threads can spread out in various direc-

tions, with commenters jumping from one interaction to another, engaging in 

synchronous conversation or responding after long periods of no activity, with 

input from many or few. Other times, the initial commenter may respond to 
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their own comment in order to add something, in particular in comment sec-

tions which do not allow commenters to edit what they have written. Also, as 

stated in the previous section, the identity of the commenters is not always 

certain, and so even if an initial comment receives a response, it cannot be 

verified that it is not the same person using a different account. In other words, 

the two-dimensional appearance of the comment section online is not an ac-

curate representation of the interactional reality of ONCSs.   

As with physical spaces, the design of online public spaces can have an effect 

on how people engage and interact (Peacock et al., 2019). When we view an 

online comment section, what we are presented with is a two-dimensional 

space which moves only up or down, or occasionally allows for threads to 

expand and retract. It reads like a script with many roles, some with one line, 

some with short dialogues. This is far from an accurate representation of what 

is happening on an interactional level. The comment section is actually much 

closer to a rhizome, reaching off in one direction or another, picked up and 

deposited elsewhere, with multiple points of entry and exit. Moreover, ONCSs 

generally display comments in a way that prioritises readability over chrono-

logical order. A response to an earlier comment appears higher on the page 

than a later comment, even if it was posted later. This can obscure the true 

sequence of interactions, making it unclear whether later comments influenced 

the response. Indeed, the practice of leaving off-topic responses on the most 

popular comment, sometimes referred to as “hi-jacking the top comment”, can 

be used to their advantage by commenters seeking to gain visibility for their 

input. 

The complexity of interaction in ONCSs is demonstrated in Figure 2.2. The 

darkest circle at the centre of the figure represents the initial comment, with 

all other circles emanating out representing the various other threads and how 

they can interact with one another. 
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Figure 2.2. Interactional layout of ONCSs taking on a rhizomatic form. 

 

Tracing interaction in ONCSs is furthermore complicated by the role of mod-

eration. The aim of content moderation is to identify, assess, and, if necessary, 

remove content which is deemed harmful or offensive. The criteria for what 

is considered problematic can vary across platforms and states, although most 

sites state that content will be removed if it contains child pornography, ob-

scene or violent images, and hate speech (Grygiel & Brown, 2019). However, 

moderation does not necessarily solve the problem of online hate speech, 

which is speech that encourages hatred or violence against others, in particular 

marginalised individuals or communities. In fact, some have theorised that 

online comment sections which are heavily moderated for hate speech contain 

more examples of discourse which lie within the margins of what is acceptable 

speech while also being ideologically prejudicial (Toepfl & Piwoni, 2015). As 

the studies in this thesis show, much of the discourse on ONCSs falls into this 

category of more implicitly ideological language. 
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Although moderation can be very effective when it comes to recognising and 

removing overt hate speech, more subtle discrimination is less easily identi-

fied and its removal less easily justified. The studies which make up this thesis 

found that this type of language is much more common in terms of the discur-

sive construction of ideologies. These types of comments and online discourse 

in general may act as “gateways” to more radical online spaces (Iveson & 

Formato, 2022). Human moderation does not always identify hate speech with 

the same speed as automated moderation, and so it is still possible that readers 

will be introduced to more radical ideologies in ONCSs. Conversely, auto-

mated moderation does not always recognise nuance in speech with the same 

accuracy as a human moderator, who are considered more reliable for this type 

of identification (Grygiel & Brown, 2019). Moderation is therefore an imper-

fect solution to a complex issue. 

2.3 Related genres  

In scholarly literature on ONCSs, the practices and purposes which define 

them are often likened to other, older genres. In this next section, I briefly 

outline some of the genres and practices which comment sections have been 

likened and compared to. Although this section will demonstrate how each of 

these genres relates to ONCSs, it will also highlight the discrepancies between 

them. However, rather than simply giving a description of ONCSs via nega-

tiva and stating what they are not, this subsection calls on these other genres 

in a comparative manner to show how they intersect with ONCSs and in which 

ways they diverge. This should not be considered anything like a history of 

the comment section, but rather a historical overview of some of its near rela-

tives. The purpose of this subsection is ultimately to demonstrate how ONCSs 

are a distinct discourse genre.   

One of the more common analogies for ONCSs is that of the Ancient Roman 

forum or Ancient Greek agora (Johansson et al., 2017; Lehti & Kallio, 2017). 
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The fora and agoras were meeting places, used initially as a marketplace and 

then later as a place for public gathering. Similar to the Ancient Greek agora, 

the Roman forum has become synonymous with the practice of gathering, 

sharing intellectual ideas, and engaging in public debate. The connection be-

tween the fora/agoras and comment sections seems intuitive, with the idea that 

both allow for citizens to debate and discuss current events. Indeed, explicitly 

labelling alternative opinions and perspectives in ONCSs increases the overall 

amount of commenting (Peacock et al., 2019), suggesting they are spaces for 

open discussion of differing viewpoints. However, an analysis of the type of 

discursive engagement in ONCSs found that they typically amplify subjective 

opinions backed by little to no evidence, while lacking the deliberative quali-

ties associated with true civil engagement and debate (Johansson, 2017). As 

such, the comparison of fora and agoras begins to feel idealistic.  

Moving chronologically through genres, ONCSs can also be said to be related 

to town halls, Enlightenment-era coffeehouses in England, salons in France, 

and Tischgesellschaften (table societies) in Germany (Ruiz et al., 2011; Weiz-

man & Dori-Hacohen, 2017). In the modern era, discussions of a more intel-

lectual nature moved indoors from marketplaces and town squares. For exam-

ple, public houses became the focal point of many communities in Britain and 

its colonies, while salons were used for academic conversation in continental 

Western Europe. These spaces were committed to a disregard of the concept 

of status, a duty to discuss overlooked issues, and a duty to contribute to public 

knowledge (Habermas, 1962). Habermas says of meeting places such as cof-

feehouses and salons, “they preserved a kind of social intercourse that, far 

from presupposing the equality of status, disregarded status altogether” (1962, 

p.  36). These same principles can also apply to the online comment section. 

In terms of status, a commenter’s social standing is evaluated almost exclu-

sively through their input, as their anonymity means that they cannot enact 

status in the traditional ways, such as through their dress, accent, etc. Although 
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commenters can display identifying features in other ways, as has been dis-

cussed in Section 2.1.  

The accessibility of knowledge associated with coffeehouses, salons, and 

Tischgesellschaften can also be likened to ONCSs. Coffeehouses became syn-

onymous with the thinking of the Enlightenment era in the 17th and 18th cen-

turies, and, for a small fee, any interested parties could ostensibly purchase a 

coffee and listen to or share in the most recent scientific and philosophical 

debates. However, in reality, the opportunity to become a patron at a coffee-

house was limited only to men of a certain class. These spaces were therefore 

semi-public, off-limits to some both in terms of consumption and production. 

As such, this comparison holds up for certain ONCSs, where registration 

and/or identification are required, for example Inside Higher Ed and The 

Washington Post, though not all ONCSs fall into this category. Furthermore, 

higher levels of interaction are reported on news articles which are recent and 

relevant to specific social issues (Weber, 2014), rather than the “big ideas” 

associated with Enlightenment-era discourse.  

The genres of letters to the editor or calls to television and radio shows are 

also often compared to comment sections (Reich, 2011). Although an exact 

date is uncertain, the practice of sending letters to publications likely goes 

back to the 18th century. As has been noted, public debate began to move 

inward to private spaces in the more modern era. As such, letters to the editor 

could be theorised as a sort of text-based replacement of this type of public 

engagement. Letters to the editor are, commonly, letters sent to a publication 

in response to something which they have printed. This may include disagree-

ment with or support for an opinion piece, corrections to language and infor-

mation given, or merely observations on a topic which has been written about, 

all of which are features of ONCSs. Moreover, in more specialised publica-

tions, such as film or car magazines, letters to the editor may include reviews, 

similar to comment sections on some specialised sections on news sites.  
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Though there are are many similarities between ONCSs and older forms of 

communications with the media, the comparison demands that the role of the 

press be conceptualised. It has been suggested that these older genres may 

have ushered in a new type of communication which allowed people to “un-

derstand themselves as citizens, and [to position] the press as an alternate 

sphere of power” (Cavanagh, 2019). Moreover, callers into radio shows rec-

ognise that their discussions are being recorded and performed for an audience 

(O’Keeffe, 2006). As such, there is an implied agreement that these are spaces 

where the public can interact directly with the press. In contrast, in ONCSs, 

there is no such requirement for the journalist of the article to read or respond 

to the comments.   

This section demonstrates how ONCSs cannot easily be mapped onto other 

genres for a number of reasons. One issue with likening ONCSs to other, older 

genres is hinted at by the initial word, “online.” The other genres documented 

each belong to either written or spoken communication and, as has been rec-

ognised for many years now, computer-mediated and online discourse does 

not fall neatly into either category (e.g. Baron, 1984; Herring, 1996). That 

ONCSs neither align with traditional conceptions of written or spoken dis-

course is of course not the only difference with the aforementioned genres. 

ONCSs are likened to agoras and fora due to the idea that they present a space 

specifically for the public to engage in discussion of current affairs and to 

share ideas and opinions. Although there is truth to this comparison, a key 

difference between the two genres concerns the physicality and immediacy of 

both. Unlike agoras and fora, ONCSs do not inhabit a shared physical space, 

and the responses may be separated in time by mere moments or by longer 

stretches of days or even weeks. The comparison of ONCSs with coffee-

houses, salons, and Tischgesellschaften likewise fails to overcome the obsta-

cle of time and space. Although letters-to-the-editor and calls to television and 

radio programmes do not inhabit a specific physical space, they lack the im-

mediacy of online comments. Moreover, there is a more explicit onus on the 
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press to respond. In summary, while ONCSs are connected to other genres, 

the similarities are not such that they can be seen as versions or legacies of 

another type of discourse. ONCSs are a genre unto themselves. 

2.4 ONCSs and public discourse 

Previous literature into communication in ONCS has often (as I have here) 

applied the work of Jürgen Habermas, in particular Habermas’ (1962) writings 

on public spheres (e.g. Juarez Miro, 2022; Lehti & Kallio, 2017; Ruiz et al., 

2011; Toepfl & Piwoni, 2015; Weizman & Dori-Hacohen, 2017). However, it 

has also been pointed out that communication in ONCSs lacks the deliberative 

and democratic qualities of an effective public sphere (Coleman & Moss, 

2012; Johansson, 2017; Masullo Chen & Pain, 2017). This thesis takes the 

perspective that ONCSs have the potential to be effective public spheres, 

though this potential has yet to be realised. 

Although ONCSs do not adequately represent what we might consider an ef-

fective public sphere, they nonetheless do affect how the public participates 

in the news cycle (Johansson et al., 2017). It has been suggested that the ano-

nymity of participation in ONCSs encourages those who may otherwise not 

engage with public discourse to do so (Lehti & Kallio, 2017). However, the 

ability to comment anonymously may also cause some to believe that there 

are no repercussions for the words they write. Incivility in ONCSs has been 

explored both in terms of commenters’ impoliteness (Weizman & Dori-Ha-

cohen, 2017), and also in terms of how comments may affect the ways in 

which journalists choose to present news (Masullo Chen & Pain, 2017). Such 

research demonstrates that ONCSs do affect the ways in which news is both 

consumed and produced, ultimately affecting public discourse as a whole. 

One issue with likening ONCSs to a novel form of the public sphere, however, 

is its inherent connection to the press. In a way, the ONCS gives the illusion 

of being a full, open sphere, one where ideas can be shared and critique openly 
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made. However, it is always controlled, directly or indirectly, by a media cor-

poration. There is also a sense that the content of comment sections is the 

responsibility of the individual or group who produced the source material 

(Kalsnes & Ihlebæk, 2021). As such, the author of an online news article could 

be viewed as having a duty of care to ensure the comment sections remain 

civil.   

Research into Habermasian concepts of the public and private sphere have 

been much more dominant in fields such as political theory and media studies. 

Habermas suggests that deliberative engagement in public life by all con-

cerned citizens is an essential component for a functioning, healthy society 

(1962). Early onlookers conceived that the internet could offer such an oppor-

tunity for civic engagement, yet on a much larger scale and without the tradi-

tional obstacles of access or distance (e.g. Ward et al., 2003; Weber et al., 

2003). However, as later media scholars have suggested, the reality of online 

communication as a tool for civic engagement is more complex (Boulianne, 

2009). For example, it has been suggested that rather than the standard con-

ception of the dominant public sphere reliant on mainstream media, there also 

need to be public “sphericules” which represent, among others, mainstream 

media, commercial media, and alternative media (Gitlin, 1998; Uldam & 

Vestergaard, 2015). Accepting the idea that the public sphere is not a singular 

entity also requires a consideration of how these sphericules interact with one 

another and with the mainstream media in our conception of how news is pro-

duced and consumed. Indeed, it is suggested that the overlapping of these 

sphericules and spheres, where alternative voices may influence mainstream 

media and vice versa, is essential to democratic engagement (Cammaerts, 

2007). To put this idea another way, the voices of news corporations, alterna-

tive news sources, and other commenters, for instance, each contribute to the 

living meaning of the comment (cf. Bakhtin, 1981). As such, in its analyses of 

ONCSs, this thesis conceives of the public sphere as an assortment of unfixed 

and adaptable sphericules. 
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3 Theoretical Framework 

This section outlines the theoretical framework used in the studies. The sec-

tion is divided into three subsections. Section 3.1 outlines the main theoretical 

underpinnings which inform the analyses carried out in the four studies. Sec-

tion 3.2 discusses previous research in the field and apparent gaps in this re-

search. Lastly, Section 3.3 discusses how the thesis applied the theoretical 

framework in order to address these gaps. 

3.1 Theoretical underpinnings 

In this section, a description is provided of the three main approaches and 

theories which inform the thesis. The first of these is Critical Discourse Anal-

ysis (Fairclough, 1989; Weiss & Wodak, 2003), which underpins the concep-

tualisation of power and ideology in discourse used in the thesis. Most prom-

inently here are theories regarding discursive (de)legitimation (Martín Rojo & 

van Dijk, 1997; van Dijk, 1998; van Leeuwen, 2007). Following this, there is 

a discussion of the theories which inform analyses of identity construction, 

namely intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989; Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016) and 

indexicality (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004; Ochs, 1992, 1993; Silverstein, 1976). 

These approaches complement Critical Discourse Analysis by revealing how 

processes of belonging and exclusion contribute to (de)legitimation. The final 

part of this section discusses the Appraisal framework (Martin & White, 

2005), particularly in relation to dialogism (Bakhtin, 1981) and evaluation. 

The approaches discussed here have informed the analyses to varying degrees, 

according to what was appropriate for each study.  

In terms of a theoretical framework, the thesis is most fundamentally informed 

by Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). CDA is an essential tool in any re-

search concerned with discourse and ideology, though it notably does not have 

a prescribed way of doing analysis (Weiss & Wodak, 2003). Rather, CDA 
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encompasses a variety of theories, approaches, and methods united by the 

common goal of unearthing the hidden power relations and inequalities which 

it views as being (re)produced in discourse (Fairclough et al. 2011). Ideology, 

as a driving factor of societal change, is one of the key concepts within CDA 

(Fairclough, 2010). However, as van Dijk remarks, it is almost “routine” that 

any study regarding ideology must acknowledge the vagueness of what the 

term means (1998, p. 1).  

For some clarity, this thesis employs the working definition of ideologies as 

“versions of reality” (Jones et al., 2015, p. 4) through which individuals “or-

ganize the multitude of social beliefs about what is the case, good or bad, right 

or wrong, for them, and to act accordingly” (van Dijk, 1998, p. 8). In other 

words, ideologies are beliefs which colour how a person sees the world around 

them. These internally held beliefs become ideologies when they are spread 

and reproduced in text and talk (van Dijk, 2013). Ideologies are therefore con-

structed externally through discourse.  

At its most fundamental, discourse is taken in the thesis to describe language 

as social practice which produces and reproduces social structures and systems 

such as hegemonies, allegiances, and ideologies (Fairclough, 1989; Weiss & 

Wodak, 2003). The thesis takes the perspective that ideologies are both a 

means of regimenting how individuals make sense of the world around them 

(Irvine, 2009) and of establishing and maintaining power relations and imbal-

ances within that world (Fairclough, 1989; Silverstein, 1976; Weiss and 

Wodak, 2003) through discursive acts. The thesis therefore takes the view that 

all ideologies are constructed, reconstructed, and deconstructed in discourse. 

Broadly, the thesis is most concerned with the discursive construction of ide-

ologies related to gender. The thesis conceives that, as a fundamental social 

category, gender is reproduced in all interaction (Cameron, 1985) and that 

gender imbalances are constructed and maintained through the linguistic 

choices of both the oppressor and the oppressed. As discourse is the medium 
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through which gender ideologies are understood to be constructed and main-

tained, in some critical studies on gender in language, the terms “ideology” 

and “discourse” are given shared meaning (e.g. Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 

2003; Sunderland, 2004). It has also been stated that when social relations and 

positions are communicated interactively between participants, they become 

ideologically relevant within that interaction (van Dijk, 1998). As such, any 

interaction in which gender is made salient, including online discussions on 

gender discrimination, can be seen as discursively reproducing gender ideolo-

gies. From a researcher perspective, this has been somewhat minimised by 

viewing gender ideologies and power relations through an intersectional lens, 

which will be further discussed later in this section. 

One of the approaches within CDA which has most influenced the studies in 

the thesis is that of (de)legitimation, which is a social function of ideology 

(van Dijk, 1998). Discursive (de)legitimation (Martín Rojo & van Dijk, 1997; 

van Dijk, 1998; van Leeuwen, 2007) refers to the process of promoting or 

challenging the legitimacy of certain actions, ideas, institutions, or authorities 

through discourse. It has been described as a sociosemantic approach (Yu, 

2022), taking into account the role of context in meaning making. On a prag-

matic level, legitimation is connected to defending oneself against criticisms 

which could be reasonably made against one’s actions or ideas (van Dijk, 

1998). However, unlike actual defences, legitimation is more concerned with 

hypothetical criticisms, pre-empting them and constructing more benign jus-

tifications for them, without necessarily ever verbalising what they would be. 

In this way, certain stakeholders acquire the authority “to project one’s prac-

tices as universal and ‘common sense’” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 33), maintaining 

a sort of ideological power. This anticipatory approach to defending one’s ar-

gument is particularly appropriate in ONCSs, where a commenter may state 

their case and then turn off or leave their device. 
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Several frameworks have been developed specifically for the analysis of strat-

egies of (de)legitimation, two of which have informed several of the studies 

in this thesis. The first of these is van Dijk’s (1998) framework, which sug-

gests that individuals can be (de)legitimated through evaluations of their mem-

bership and belonging; their actions, including discourse; their goals; their 

norms, values, and culture; and their social position and access to social re-

sources. This framework therefore focuses on what is being challenged or pro-

moted in order to (de)legitimate a group or individual. The second framework, 

developed by van Leeuwen (2007), focuses on how (de)legitimation is discur-

sively constructed. This framework suggests that the key strategies for (de)le-

gitimation are: 1) authorisation, achieved by referencing authority figures, 

tradition, or law; 2) moral evaluation, which involves justifying actions based 

on shared values or moral judgments; 3) rationalisation, using logical rea-

soning, goals, or societal knowledge to validate actions; and 4) mythopoesis, 

which is legitimation through storytelling. Of these, moral evaluation and rat-

ionalisation are most relevant and are discussed in more detail in Section 3.3.2. 

Legitimation is closely linked to power in that those who legitimate (or dele-

gitimate) have been in some way imbued with the power and authority to do 

so. The authority to legitimate may be enacted within the context of the inter-

action or may be predetermined from societal status, which can be viewed in 

terms of the distinction between “power in discourse” and “power behind dis-

course” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 70), referring to the power enacted situationally 

in an interaction and the power which comes from being in a dominant posi-

tion in society. Although it has been suggested that legitimation more closely 

relates to institutional contexts and is better conceived of as justifications 

when they occur in everyday conversations (van Dijk, 1998), this thesis takes 

the view that when ideologies are constructed within an interaction, at any 

level of discourse, the processes by which power and discursive rights are ne-

gotiated are certainly processes of (de)legitimation. 
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The thesis finds that key to the discursive construction of ideology is the dis-

cursive construction of identity. The term “identity” in the thesis is taken as 

the social positioning of the self and the other through discourse (Bucholtz & 

Hall, 2005). In particular, the thesis sees identity work as individuals organis-

ing themselves in relation to a particular social group by means of emphasis-

ing similarities and down-playing differences, or vice versa, and  thus creating 

a distinct line between the self and the other (Bucholtz and Hall, 2004). Social 

categorisation, as an “important and pervasive part of people’s discourse” 

(Weiss & Wodak, 2003, p. 11), is therefore essential in analysing the discur-

sive (re)construction of social hegemonies.  

As mentioned previously, analysis of gender ideologies may be seen to repro-

duce them. Likewise, analysis of gender as an identity category can be seen to 

view it as something uniform or monolithic. However, this thesis takes the 

perspective that gender is socially constructed in context (Butler, 1990; Cam-

eron, 1999). The categories of “men” and “women” are so “large and inter-

nally diverse” that making generalisations about their language practices is 

increasingly futile (Cameron, 2023, p. 10). While gender is viewed in the the-

sis as socially constructed, the ways in which gender is indexed in language is 

viewed as a social action, “with consequences and entailments for its users” 

(Silverstein, 1985, p. 256). Therefore, despite rejecting the belief that gender 

affects how we communicate in any innate sense, the thesis does recognise 

that language use and language ideologies affect gender power relations.  

While the thesis is also informed in a number of capacities by feminist ap-

proaches to linguistics (e.g. Cameron, 1985; Lazar, 2005), it can be difficult 

to determine what exactly this term can mean in the context of the research 

undertaken. The addition of “feminist” to certain methodologies such as CDA 

may obscure the existence of other social categories besides gender from the 

study of language, which ultimately places limits on the research. Moreover, 

there is a tendency for the term “feminist” to be seen as foregrounding the 
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concerns of women over men (Pini & Pease, 2013). The research carried out 

in this thesis conceives that gender exists not as a singular and independent 

social category, but of, and in relation to, other dimensions of the social world, 

such as class and race (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2003; Swann & Maybin, 

2008). The thesis moreover aligns with feminist post-structuralist approaches 

to linguistics, which “contest[s] the notion that femininity and female oppres-

sion have a material or emotionality outside discourse” (Baxter, 2003, p. 28, 

emphasis in original). The theoretical framework of the thesis therefore views 

gender as one among many social categories which are discursively con-

structed and which (re)produce traditional hegemonies in society. As a result, 

while the thesis incorporates the critical perspectives used in feminist ap-

proaches to linguistics, it should not be considered an explicitly feminist pro-

ject. However, the thesis applies an intersectional lens, developed from femi-

nist theory, which is discussed further below.  

In its analysis of identity and social categorisation, the theoretical framework 

of the thesis is informed by indexicality (Blommaert, 2007; Bucholtz & Hall, 

2004, 2005; Ochs, 1992, 1993; Silverstein, 1976; 2003). When language users 

index social identity by adopting forms of language associated with a particu-

lar social identity, they are being driven by ideological motivations. The way 

we choose to use language is “the result of an interpretation of the social world 

and of the elements within it” (Eckert, 2008, p. 456). As such, the attribution 

of certain styles to a linguistic feature influences the decision to use, or not 

use, that feature. The identification of a particular feature as indexical of an 

ideology results in that feature becoming a “vehicle of the ideology” (Silver-

stein, 1985, p. 256). Therefore, the language used by commenters in the data 

is seen as a choice, conscious or unconscious, which can indicate to the reader, 

and researcher, something about the commenter’s identity. 
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Alongside indexicality, theories of intersectionality inform the theoretical 

framework of the thesis used for the analysis of identity. Intersectionality rec-

ognises that identity cannot be understood in rigid categories, but rather that 

our experiences are shaped by a multitude of flexible identity categories which 

each come with their own struggles and privileges (Crenshaw, 1989). This 

allows for the complexity of the human experience be a feature of the analysis, 

rather than a limitation. Intersectional analysis considers that power relations 

should be analysed “both via their intersections, for example, of racism and 

sexism, as well as across domains of power, namely structural, disciplinary, 

cultural, and interpersonal” (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016, p. 200, emphasis in 

original). The intersectional approach allows for privilege and power dynam-

ics to be understood as context-dependent. For instance, while the construc-

tion of hegemonic identities (i.e. white, middle-to-upper-class straight men) 

as the norm is well-documented (Crenshaw, 1989; Dyer, 1997; hooks, 1992), 

research has also suggested that we “see” the work of groups such as feminists, 

civil rights activists, and disability activists as they more readily they go 

against those perceived norms (van Dijk, 1998). As such, the white male iden-

tity may be less powerful in the context of activism, while maintaining its 

dominance in an overall sense. Intersectionality therefore provides an insight 

into how the same discursive processes may be used to undermine both tradi-

tionally dominant ideologies, such as the challenges made to traditional gen-

der roles by academic mothers in Study II, and also to reproduce more con-

ventional ideologies, such as the implication that feminists are hysterical in 

Study I. 

Intersectionality and CDA complement one another in this acceptance of the 

complexities in power relations. CDA recognises that discourse happens in a 

complicated system within which each relation does not fit neatly inside an-

other, it is multifaceted (Weiss & Wodak, 2003). For Hill Collins and Bilge 

(2016), reducing the systems which produce and reproduce social inequality, 

such as patriarchy, capitalism, and colonialism, to terms such as gender, race, 
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and class obfuscates the role of human agency. When Fairclough states that 

all power relations are “relations of struggle”, of which class struggle is most 

fundamental (1989, p. 34), there is a similar line of thinking. Class, of all so-

cial categories, is the most obviously socially-constructed one. As such, con-

ceiving of all power relations through the perspective that they all relate ulti-

mately to class, in the sense of class as social status and access to resources, 

allows the various systems of hegemony relating to, for example, race or gen-

der to be revealed as man-made.  

Returning to (de)legitimation, it has been suggested that it often involves the 

inclusion of other discourses; it is rarely constructed in a single utterance (van 

Dijk, 1998). Discourse in ONCSs therefore includes many heteroglossic fea-

tures which display a diversity of voices and ideological positions. These het-

eroglossic features can be more overt, such as links to other web pages, quot-

ing other’s comments, or citing statistics and reports. However, they may be 

more implicit, such as the more subtle features of Martin & White’s Appraisal 

framework (2005) involving dialogic expansion and contraction.  

Dialogism, a concept widely associated with the work of Bakhtin (e.g. 1981), 

refers to the degree to which dialogue is fostered or curtailed. This includes 

the capacity or tendency to engage in conversation, exchange of ideas, or com-

munication. In the thesis, dialogism is connected to Martin and White’s con-

cept of engagement, which they define as “sourcing attitudes and the play of 

voice around opinions in discourse” (2005, p. 35), while also emphasising the 

relationship of the concept to heteroglossia (Bakhtin, 1981). Heteroglossia, an 

umbrella term coined by translators of Bakhtin’s work, refers to the idea that 

there is a multiplicity of voices within a single text, and covers three inter-

related concepts: diversity in speech, diversity in language, diversity in 

voicedness (Kuteeva, 2023). The most central of these concepts to this thesis 

is diversity in voicedness, which is “the sense that each word or utterance has 

been used by others before but, at the same time, is populated with a speaker’s 
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own intention, accent and meaning” (Kuteeva, 2023, p. 19). This aligns with 

CDA’s concern with how competing discourses can be reproduced and recon-

textualised in different spaces, which affect power relations in different ways 

(Weiss & Wodak, 2003). Dialogism is also central in the construction of ide-

ologies in the comment sections in the ways in which commenters contract the 

dialogue. This dialogic construction refers to the ways in which commenters 

“challenge, fend off, or restrict” other voices and opinions (Martin & White, 

2005, p. 102). Thus, when a comment is contractive, it becomes more effective 

in the construction of an ideology, as the ideology appears to be rational, and 

as such there is less space for rebuttal.  

The studies in the thesis are also concerned with evaluation in the ONCSs. 

Evaluation refers to the ways in which we appraise certain subjects according 

to certain criteria, for example how we measure others according to how well 

they adhere to the accepted norms of society. Criteria for evaluation therefore 

vary across time, culture, and all other contexts (Martin & White, 2005). In 

this sense, evaluation is inherently linked to ideologies. Ideologies have been 

found to broadly fall along two distinct lines, namely “traditional” and “secu-

lar/rational” (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). In online contexts, evaluation be-

comes more complex due to the ways in which users can engage in self-pro-

motion or the way sites use data to adjust algorithms (Jones, 2021; Petroni, 

2019). That is, evaluation may be impacted by the ways in which it is pre-

sented to the reader. Referring back to Section 2, this may also be affected by 

the ways in which certain news sites may foreground certain comments as, for 

example, Editor’s Picks. The studies which make up this thesis were not con-

cerned with popularity of comments over others or affordances for liking, etc. 

However, the impact of these features must be acknowledged for the potential 

influence it may have in research into evaluation in ONCSs.  

While CDA and Appraisal have been found to be complementary of one an-

other in the analyses, it should be noted that they have different theoretical 
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outlooks regarding the analysis of power in discourse. Appraisal is critical of 

CDA’s propensity toward calling attention to how those in power deceive 

those who are not, and suggest a more positive outlook can be achieved with 

“intersubjective analysis that focuses rhetorically on evaluation, interprets 

how people are disposed by feelings and looks for ways to negotiate more 

productive alignments” (Martin & White, 2005, p.  261). However, both are 

aligned on the core principle that scholarly research should be engaged with 

real social issues and committed to improving the human experience. The 

studies draw on Appraisal Theory to a limited degree, primarily when evalu-

ating the interpersonal meanings of specific language choices. However, CDA 

is applied for the broader analysis of power dynamics and ideologies within 

the data. By integrating these approaches, both an evaluation of individual 

voices and the larger discursive frameworks in which they operate can be pro-

duced. 

3.2 Previous research on discursive constructions of 

ideologies online 

Previous scholarly output on discursive constructions of ideologies online has 

been approached in a number of ways. Studies have examined how ideologies 

are constructed in official discourse, such as by governments output and poli-

tician’s activity on social media (Hansson & Page, 2022; Ho & Crosthwaite, 

2018; Meadows & Sayer, 2013; Ross & Caldwell, 2020). Several studies have 

also examined how traditional language ideologies are perpetuated online 

(Heuman, 2020; Krämer, 2017; Lee & Su, 2019). Others still have focused 

explicitly on how ideologies of masculinity are produced online (Hussey et 

al., 2021; Krendel, 2023; Lawson, 2023). The idea that ideologies are con-

structed online is therefore well-established in the literature. 
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Research into strategies of (de)legitimation in particular has increased signif-

icantly in the past five years. Several studies have been concerned with strat-

egies of (de)legitimation in the media (e.g. Budd et al., 2019; Idevall Hagren 

& Bellander, 2023; Mampaey et al, 2021; Manosuthikit, 2021; Rieder & The-

ine, 2019). Several studies have applied van Leeuwen’s (2007) strategies for 

(de)legitimation in order to analyse how news media discuss new or contro-

versial social categories. These studies demonstrate, for example, how the 

work of social media influencers is constructed as both worthwhile and trivial 

in traditional news media (Droz-dit-Busset, 2022), and how the myth of “left-

over” women in China (unmarried women over 27-years-old) is contested or 

upheld in Chinese anglophone news media, which is usually thought to uphold 

a greater degree of gender equality in its reporting (Yu, 2022). The application 

of (de)legitimation strategies can provide insight into implicit evaluations in 

traditional news media.  

More relevant to this thesis, perhaps, are studies which have considered (de)le-

gitimation in online contexts. Research into online (de)legitimation strategies 

has increased in recent years, perhaps due to the anonymous nature of online 

communication, as power and authority are more likely to be discursively con-

structed rather than given prima facie. As is suggested above, analysis of le-

gitimation strategies can provide insight into societal beliefs (e.g. Droz-dit-

Busset, 2022; Yu, 2022). While these studies examined (de)legitimation in 

official media discourse, the same insights into how certain groups or individ-

uals are perceived have been demonstrated with analyses of online discourse. 

For example, studies have shown how social media users in China delegiti-

mate homosexuality as, for instance, a mental or physical illness, or a threat 

to traditional norms (Zhang & Zhuang, 2023). Van Leeuwen’s (de)legitima-

tion strategies were also applied to analyse how social media users in China 

constructed the actions of those who fled the city of Wuhan during the pan-

demic as either pitiful yet warranted (legitimation), or shameful (delegitima-

tion) (Ho, 2023). Analysis of how immigration was discussed in a European 
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forum showed that commenters expressed varying sentiments towards immi-

grants, ranging from fear to benevolence, providing insight into how the issue 

is conceived of by “ordinary” people online (Cmeciu, 2019). As with the stud-

ies in this thesis, the connection between the discursive construction of iden-

tity and the discursive construction of ideologies is suggested by this recent 

research.  

Researchers of (de)legitimation in discourse would likely agree that there is 

no vast conspiracy in which different bodies take on different tasks in order to 

legitimate or delegitimate an action or idea. Rather, there is ideological con-

sensus from various parts of society that a certain course of action is the right 

one and so each party constructs their beliefs as true, perhaps referring to the 

words and actions of others when doing so. The affordances of online spaces 

for this level of dialogism have meant ideological (de)legitimation can be car-

ried out on a much wider scale and at a faster pace. For example, adding a 

hashtag to a social media post has allowed online users to quickly and con-

veniently indicate whether they share values and perspectives with other users 

(Zappavigna, 2014). Adding hashtags to protest posts therefore helped facili-

tate online activist movements such as #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo in 

spreading at a much more rapid pace than conventional activist campaigns. 

The speed with which one can indicate values and allegiances online, how-

ever, also has an effect on a person’s algorithm, which can result in them only 

seeing content which reinforces certain values and ideologies, effectively cre-

ating an “echo chamber”. Echo chambers are characterised as a space where 

ideological beliefs are reinforced through the sharing of content which cor-

roborates certain assumptions and limits dissenting voices (e.g. Andersson, 

2021). Fundamental aspects of online communication such as accessibility 

and anonymity, along with issues such as algorithmic bias, help to create con-

ditions where ideological (de)legitimation is amplified. 
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Digital discourse analysts have long been interested in the ways in which iden-

tities are discursively constructed in online spaces. Research in the field has 

shown that identity construction is a complex and collaborative process (Geor-

galou, 2015) in which the constructed identities are “unfixed, ongoing, and 

unpredictable” (Chau & Lee, 2017). Online identity construction has been ex-

plored through the lens of multilingualism and language variation (e.g. An-

droutsopoulos, 2014; Danet & Herring 2007). For example, language choice 

plays a role in online identity construction (Androutsopoulos, 2013; Geor-

gakopoulou, 2011; Themistocleous, 2015). Moreover, creative orthography 

and code-switching is often used in online multilingual spaces to perform cer-

tain ethnic or national identities (Lee, 2007; Spilioti, 2019). Online comment-

ers may employ various linguistic resources to index certain identities in order 

to enact stance within the context of a discussion forum (Jacknick & Avni, 

2017). For example, within educational discussion fora, learners will often 

construct identities which show themselves to be capable, professional, and 

serious about learning (Chau & Lee, 2017; Davis & Lester, 2016; Jackson & 

Seiler, 2018). Participants in online spaces therefore call upon diverse ele-

ments of their linguistic repertoires to foreground different parts of their iden-

tities. The varying ways in which commenters construct identities is also re-

flected in the studies in this thesis.  

It has been noted that identity work in online spaces may be “inscribed”, as 

when it is explicitly stated, or “invoked”, as when it is suggested through cul-

tural references or humour (Vasquez, 2014). For identity work of any sort to 

be successful requires a level of co-construction between the speaker and 

hearer, which depends on a shared presupposition (Silverstein, 1976). Thus, 

the dislocated, supranational nature of the online world is both complicated 

by a dearth of shared cultural presuppositions, and strengthened by the build-

ing of new, specifically online presuppositions. This has meant that the iden-

tity work carried out online, such as that related to gender, does not necessarily 

accord with identity work known to be carried out offline. 
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It has been suggested that the socially ingrained knowledge of how women 

and men speak means that a person’s gender is often patently clear online 

(Herring, 2004). Three decades ago, men and women’s communication styles 

on online academic forums were analysed and distinct differences were found, 

with men’s communication found to be adversarial, assertive, and sarcastic, 

while women’s communication was supportive and attenuative (Herring, 

1993). The same study found that while women contributed less overall, they 

did contribute more to certain topics such as personal discussions and seeking 

advice. Almost two decades later, a similar study found that women were be-

ginning to engage with the more “academic” topics (Atai & Chahkandi, 2012). 

In the latter study, women were also found to have adopted a similar commu-

nication style to men’s, and, interestingly, men had also adopted some features 

of women’s communication styles. Atai and Chahkandi concluded that online 

communication styles were “no longer gender-specific” (2012, p. 887). As 

stated in the previous section, the thesis conceives of gender as being socially 

constructed through discourse. As such, the findings from these two studies 

likely reflect that as internet usage increases, a standard non-gendered form of 

online language use is emerging. 

The performance of gender online remains a popular area of scholarly interest. 

Studies have examined how online users perform masculinity through orient-

ing to certain social categories. For example, traditional masculinity is indexed 

online through the performance of identities as wide ranging as scared fathers 

(Lawson, 2023) to self-help gurus in misogynist communities (Krendel, 2023) 

to paedophile-hunters (Hussey et al., 2021). On the other hand, research into 

performances of femininity online tends to focus on the struggles faced by 

women. For example, as the lines between personal and professional have be-

come increasingly blurred due to social media platforms acting as sites for 

networking as well as personal sharing, women report feeling pressure to ap-

pear professional and powerful, while also adhering to traditional gender-
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norms and beauty conventions (Lane, 2023); when they deviate from these 

norms, they are met with open derision (Ghaffari, 2022). The difficulties faced 

by women to keep separate their personal and professional lives is also seen 

in Study II. However, there has been growing interest in the phenomena of 

“trad wives” and “momfluencers,” women who perform traditional gender 

roles online in order to market products, or in some instances ideologies 

(Abetz & Moore, 2018; Proctor, 2022). Online content in which women are at 

once performing submissive feminine roles while also profiting from other’s 

engagement raises questions which previous research has not addressed, and 

is likely to affect our conceptions of what online performances of femininity 

are. These studies support the idea that online communication may have a ten-

dency conflate and exaggerate gender and gender stereotypes (Herring & Ka-

pidzic, 2015). Gender identities in the data can therefore be seen as con-

structed with a level of intentionality and awareness from the commenters. 

Research has demonstrated that simply performing a female identity online 

can lead to misogynistic slurs and threats of violence (Alichie, 2023; Kru-

schek, 2019). Misogynistic discourses can also be found in the comment sec-

tions of videos made by or featuring women (Wotanis & McMillan, 2014), 

particularly when the women featured are openly feminist, for example in 

Study I, and in Diabah (2023). While it has been shown that there is some 

level of backlash against online anti-feminism and misogyny, for example 

through meta-pragmatic neologisms such as “mansplain” and “bro-propria-

tion” (Bridges, 2017), these studies demonstrate that there remains a level of 

complexity in what it mean to present as a woman online.  

Although the promotion of traditional gender roles and misogynistic views 

appear to be amplified online, it has been suggested that, rather than ignoring 

the issue, academics should confront it and speak about it in order to properly 

address the matter (Jane, 2014). To this end, there has been significant re-

search into discourse in parts of the internet dedicated to a specific action or 
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outlook, such as the group of misogynistic websites collectively known as the 

“manosphere” (Krendel, 2020; Marwick & Caplan, 2018). This has included 

specific elements of the manosphere, such as the discourse of so-called “pick-

up artists,” referring to men who share tactics for convincing women to sleep 

with them (Dayter & Rüdiger, 2016, 2019; Rüdiger & Dayter, 2020; Scotto di 

Carlo, 2023a; Wright, 2020). Other analyses have examined the communities 

in the manosphere which eschew romantic contact with women altogether, 

such as “MGTOW”, or Men Going Their Own Way, or the more extreme 

“Incels”, or Involuntary Celibates (Scotto di Carlo, 2023b). There is also a 

growing number of studies which explore the discursive construction of men 

as victims in the manosphere (Dickel & Evolvi, 2023; García Mingo & Díaz 

Fernández, 2023; Venäläinen, 2021). However, discussions of gender are less 

often explored in more mainstream online spaces, a gap which this thesis ad-

dresses.  

Increasingly, studies which explore the production of evaluation and power at 

all levels of discourse, rather than just official news media, have applied both 

CDA (Romano, 2021) and the Appraisal framework (Hoffmann, 2018; Mead-

ows & Sayer, 2013; Smith & Adendorff, 2021) in their analyses. A combina-

tion of Appraisal and CDA approaches has been applied broadly and effec-

tively to explore how ideologies are discursively reproduced by parties with a 

vested interest, such as in corporate apologies (Meadows & Sayer, 2013), po-

litical manifestos (Ho & Crosthwaite, 2018), and politicians’ tweets (Ross & 

Caldwell, 2020). This thesis demonstrates that these same practices of discur-

sively constructing authority also occur even in interactions in which social 

status appears to be less salient, such as YouTube comment sections.   

As both CDA and the Appraisal framework are concerned with power struc-

tures, they are effective in revealing how gender roles and imbalances are 

(re)produced in discourse. Although the contribution of CDA to the study of 

gender relations in language has been much more prominent (Lazar, 2005; 
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Weiss & Wodak, 2003), the Appraisal framework (or selected features of it) 

has been used to reveal how writers position themselves in relation to 

women’s issues. For example, the Appraisal framework has shown that soci-

etal gender norms are discursively reproduced in media coverage of gender-

based violence in Nigeria (Aragbuwa, 2020) and in US women-oriented mag-

azine’s editorials on women’s voting issues, and the associated online com-

ment sections (Mayo & Taboada, 2017). The combination of the two ap-

proaches has also been effective in the analyses presented in this thesis. 

In many ways, the internet has meant that traditional centres of power have 

become, more or less, decentralised. As Canagarajah states, technology has 

“turned many semiotic resources into deterritorialized resources with power-

ful geopolitical reach” (2020, p. 2). In a deterritorialised space such as the 

internet, there is no central authority towards which one may orient. Thus, the 

accountability held against authorities to neither offend nor provoke is osten-

sibly non-existent in online spaces and, as such, contributors appear more at 

ease with sharing in a manner which may be less appropriate, or even unac-

ceptable, offline. It has also been suggested that there is the assumption that 

commenters envision an addressee to whom their comment will reach (Weiz-

man, & Kohn, 2022), becoming dialogic in the invocation of other voices 

(Bakhtin, 1981; Martin & White, 2005). Comments are also dialogic in the 

sense that commenters regularly take the words of others and construe them 

in ways which serve their own purpose. This may be done through linking, 

quoting, or more implicitly invoking the words of others into another com-

ment.  

The presence of other voices within the utterance is what Bakhtin (1984) refers 

to as “double-voicedness”, related to heteroglossia (see Section 3.1). Most if 

not all utterances can be considered as double-voiced by virtue of the fact that 

they have been uttered before, often with the same meaning and intention 

(Kuteeva, 2023). However, the utterances of others can be “used by speaker 
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with different intentions and imbued with new meanings, e.g. through stylisa-

tion, irony, parody, shifts in intonations, or (hidden) polemic” (Kuteeva, 2023, 

p. 19). In this way, a speaker or writer takes the words of others and compels 

them “to serve a second master” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 300), often with no regard 

for the original intentions or meanings of the utterance. Heteroglossia and dou-

ble-voicing are particularly useful in conceptualising multi-authored, translo-

cal online communication (Androutsopoulos, 2011; Leppänen et al., 2009). 

This capacity for double-voicedness in ONCSs is explored in the thesis pre-

dominantly using the Appraisal framework. 

Much of the research into the discursive construction of ideologies online has 

examined very overt ideological discourse and the more extreme ideologies 

constructed, and has focused on spaces which are specifically reserved for ex-

treme ideologies. As ideologies are more often found in the “unsaid” (Fair-

clough, 2010, p. 27), it seems reasonable to also examine how they are con-

structed implicitly through discourse in mainstream news sites. Moreover, 

while it is known that ideologies spread more rapidly and successfully online 

(Krzyzanowski & Tucker, 2018; Lewis & Marwick, 2017), it is often assumed 

that they spread from the extremist sites out into the rest of the internet. How-

ever, the implicit ideologies in mainstream websites can also lead users to 

more extreme online spaces. For example, when gender-discrimination is nor-

malised on more accessible platforms, it creates a “softer” manosphere, one 

which can become a gateway to more radical misogyny (Iveson & Formato, 

2022). Research into the discursive construction of ideologies on these more 

accessible online spaces, such as ONCSs, thus seems timely. The thesis there-

fore addresses these gaps by examining how ideologies are constructed im-

plicitly in more mainstream parts of the internet. 
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3.3 Application of theory 

3.3.1 Project development  

The project originally set out to examine how stance is indexed in online com-

ment sections about gender-related issues. However, the relationship between 

stance and ideology became apparent as the first datasets were analysed. It 

also became apparent that the discursive activities taking place were not only 

self-reflexive to the commenter, but often focused on other, sometimes con-

structed identities. As such, various approaches were applied during early 

stages of the analysis which revealed various patterns and themes in the data. 

Among the most prominent of these for this thesis was that commenters eval-

uated both themselves and others in the interactions in the data, which led to 

the application of the Appraisal framework in data analyses (e.g. Study I).   

As the analyses continued, the inherent ideological nature of the evaluative 

language used in the comment sections came to light. As such, more insights 

from Critical Discourse Analysis were incorporated, in particular strategies of 

(de)legitimation. (De)legitimation became more relevant as it most adequately 

explained the agonistic use of language in the data. While theories of agonistic 

play (Caillois, 1958; Huizinga, 1949) informed the understanding of the com-

petitive elements of the language use, play as a conceptual tool was ultimately 

not used in the thesis. However, it greatly informed how competition in culture 

was conceived of in the analyses.  

As CDA and (de)legitimation came more to the forefront of the theoretical 

framework as the focus turned more specifically to ideologies. At earlier 

points in the development of the thesis, the focus was specifically on gender 

and gender ideologies. However, after Studies I and II had been conducted, it 

was clear that gender ideologies often (or perhaps always) overlap with other 

ideologies in the data. Intersectionality became a useful tool for understanding 

that social categories, ideologies, and identities are fluid and multilateral 
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(Crenshaw, 1989; Hill Collins, 1996). In Study III, therefore, a broader out-

look at ideologies was adopted. This outlook helped to reveal that the discur-

sive strategies used to delegitimate a feminist were also being used to delegit-

imate a populist politician. In this way, the relationship between ideologies 

and identities became prominent in the analyses. The analysis of identity con-

struction was informed by theories of indexicality (Blommaert, 2007; Bu-

choltz & Hall, 2004, 2005; Ochs, 1992, 1993; Silverstein, 1976; 2003). How 

commenters were conceiving of identity and social categories in the data was 

informed by other approaches to analysis, in particular in Study II. The first 

of these approaches used in Study II, and to some degree informed Study IV, 

is Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) (Stokoe, 2012), which exami-

nes how individuals use social categories to classify themselves and others in 

conversation, revealing the underlying social identities and relationships at 

play. Narrative Analysis (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008; Georgakopou-

lou, 2007; Page, 2018) was also used in Study II, which focuses on the stories 

individuals tell and the meanings they ascribe to their experiences, examining 

how narratives are constructed, communicated, and interpreted to understand 

personal and social identities. 

The framework used in Study IV is the culmination of the work done in the 

previous three studies. Although still in need of refinement, the framework 

explores social categorisation using methods influenced by MCA, with cor-

pus-assisted methods providing a starting point for a more detailed qualitative 

analysis. The interactions found which were selected using these methods are 

then analysed through the application of the Appraisal framework in order to 

see how commenters place judgements and expand or contract the dialogue. 

This process allows for strategies of discursive (de)legitimation to be revealed 

within the comment sections. In this way, it is possible to explore how ideo-

logies are constructed within the comment sections. 
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3.3.2 Analytical framework 

In this section, I outline the analytical framework used in the thesis, or in other 

words how the theoretical framework has been applied to analyse specific da-

tasets. The analytical framework discussed in this section incorporates several 

methods and approaches to discourse analysis, which have developed over the 

course of the project. Thus, as stated in the previous section, the framework 

used in Study IV best represents the outcome of this development. This section 

makes reference to the four studies, which are summarised in Section 5.  

As CDA allows analysis of linguistic interactions to be considered in terms of 

broader social structures, such as those related to gender and race (Fairclough, 

1989; van Dijk, 1998; 2008; Wodak, 2008), it is ideal for the analysis of the 

discursive construction of ideologies. The legitimacy of an action, idea, or in-

stitution can be rationalised through the indication that it has always been that 

way (van Dijk, 1998), which relates to van Leeuwen’s (2007) strategy of le-

gitimation through theoretical rationalisation. Theoretical rationalisation de-

rives from a more grounded foundation of truth in that it appeals to “the ways 

things are”. Certain theoretical rationalisations can be experiential and anec-

dotal, often employing common maxims of morality and wisdom, and in this 

sense, they can appear to function as common-sensical. The ideological power 

of the idea or institution therefore increases through the discursive legitima-

tion (Fairclough, 1989). Discursive legitimation of this kind appeals to notions 

of logic and sense. In Study I, the Appraisal framework was used to reveal 

how commenters construct their ideological statements as rational, and more-

over construct feminism as irrational. Although explicit reference to theoreti-

cal rationalisation is not made in the article, the analysis does demonstrate 

how commenters appeal to ideas of the status quo in order to construct and 

promote anti-immigration and anti-feminist ideologies. 
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Discursive legitimation does not only occur through appeals to logic, but also 

can be connected to ideas of morality and goodness (Reyes, 2011; van Leeu-

wen, 2007). Legitimation of this type is closely related to the fundamental 

ideas of good and bad/evil and adherence to the status quo, and thus is closely 

tied to ideas stemming from organised religion and local convention. In Study 

IV, commenters (de)legitimate the discourse surrounding media bias by ap-

pealing to others to be civil and to consider the victims. It has been suggested 

that the achievement of discursive legitimation involves appealing to the nor-

mative morals of the majority, and that legitimation involves a top-down/bot-

tom-up relationship in which the dominant seek the power to legitimate from 

the dominated, who bestow legitimacy on the dominated through their ac-

ceptance or compliance (van Dijk, 1998). This thesis, however, conceives of 

legitimation as a social act which is not dependent on societal hegemonies in 

order to be enacted and may contradict these within certain contexts.  

In the data collected and analysed for this thesis, commenters index certain 

social identity categories which allow them to (de)legitimate other comment-

ers and ideas within that context. However, as with power, legitimation is sit-

uational and can contradict institutional or societal legitimacy. For example, 

in Study II, the commenters discuss how their status as academics is being 

minimised and their role as caregivers is emphasised during the pandemic. 

The commenters indicate their societal struggle by emphasising how this shift 

in power is related to their identity as “mother”, rather than their professional 

achievements. At the same time, they highlight their role as academic mother 

within the comment sections in order to enact situational power, which gives 

them the authority to (de)legitimate in that context. While the study itself does 

not discuss this dichotomy, it does provide a good example of how the power 

to legitimate is not constant. The academic mothers, through their social iden-

tity, can (de)legitimate within the comment section. However, their small sto-

ries tell of a struggle against being delegitimated in wider society, demonstrat-

ing how legitimation can take place at a number of discursive levels. 
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The discursive construction of ideologies furthermore requires the identities 

and social categories, as well as the actions and goals of those connected to 

them, to be (de)legitimated within the ONCSs. Legitimation requires that “so-

cially shared representations, and especially the evaluative ones, provide the 

grounds for judgement about what is right and what is wrong, good or bad” 

(van Dijk, 1998, pp. 7-8). The socially shared representations, the recognisa-

ble social categories, are therefore measured against notions of shared norms 

and values in order to (de)legitimate them. The discursive co-construction of 

the identities in order to construct ideologies can be seen as a step in the ob-

jectification of the ideology. By constructing the identity of, for example, a 

feminist, an immigrant, a populist, an ideal victim, and academic mother, the 

ideology can become a sum of its properties which are, on the one hand, well-

defined, and on the other hand, collaboratively constructed and negotiated. 

Thus, the commenters in the studies are constructing an element of the ideol-

ogy which is definite, which helps the ideology itself to be more readily sup-

ported or condemned.  

As stated previously, the thesis considers gender and other social categories 

through an intersectional lens. Applying an intersectional approach to the 

analysis of identity construction allows that the findings about power relations 

in one study need not map onto the next. Taking the category of gender, we 

can see the dynamic reality of these social categories. For example, in Study 

III, women, particularly feminists, are constructed as hysterical and untrust-

worthy. Conversely, in Study IV, women, particularly European or white 

women, are constructed as pure, vulnerable, and in need of protection (Dyer, 

1997). In Study I, women are constructed as both hysterical, when they es-

pouse feminist ideologies, and as weak and vulnerable, when it comes to pro-

tecting them from the apparent sexual harassment of immigrants. Study II sees 

how the categories of mother and academic face a sudden struggle to synchro-

nise as they once did, due to the change in circumstances brought on by the 
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pandemic. Intersectionality therefore allows that the complexities of gender 

power relations be revealed in the analyses.  

The act of constructing social categories is a dialogic act which creates super-

ficial boundaries around identities which are unbounded. The commenters 

construct protagonists and antagonists which fit their narrative, but in doing 

so they simplify them. This is demonstrated most clearly in Study III, whereby 

two opposing ideological identities are delegitimated using the same pro-

cesses, the identities which are imbued with the most status are “interaction-

ally negotiated” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004, p. 376).  In a dialogic sense, despite 

the oversimplification of identity, “there always remains an unrealized surplus 

of humanness” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 37). This humanness is produced in and 

through the writer and reader, rather than the identities constructed.  

A point of consideration is that the construction of identities in ONCSs gen-

erally occurs without the typical material aspects of identity, such as appear-

ance, speech, body language, etc. The studies in the thesis thesis demonstrate 

several diverse and creative ways in which commenters use other elements in 

order to construct identities for themselves and others. In Study III, for exam-

ple, this absence of materiality is analysed using the concept of assemblage 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987; Pennycook, 2017, 2018). The study shows how a 

specific element of an assemblage, in this case an American accent, can be 

adapted for different purposes, exemplifying the fluidity of identity construc-

tion online. This is seen particularly in how identity relates to the construction 

of ideologies, as the American accent comes to be representative of both fem-

inist and populist ideologies. The accent thus becomes an “adaptable artefact” 

(Pennycook, 2017), something that is readily recognisable to onlookers and 

yet whose meaning and significance can be sufficiently modified for purpose. 

The interrelationship between identity and ideology is seen in how comment-

ers employ and adapt an aspect of others’ identity in order to discursively 
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(de)legitimate certain ideologies. Assemblage is an important piece of the the-

oretical framework for Study III, in particular because it integrates into the 

overall theme of the edited volume of which the study is a chapter. However, 

this concept is not an essential part of the theoretical underpinnings, as it is 

not used throughout the thesis. 

It seems relevant to consider Reddy’s conduit metaphor (1979), which asks 

the reader to suppose people in these environments use machinery to share 

basic survival instructions like making tools or shelters. However, they cannot 

physically visit each other or exchange samples, but can only swap basic in-

structions via special sheets of paper, but since there is no direct communica-

tion, they only know of each other indirectly through deduction. Because they 

do not know what one another’s environments looks like, their tools will in-

evitably differ. Reddy gives the example of instructions for building a rake. If 

a person is in an environment with lots of trees, their rake will likely be made 

from wood, whereas if someone is in a rockier environment, their rake will 

likely include elements of stone. When carrying out the analyses, this meta-

phor helped to conceptualise how ideologies spread through the internet. 

When a person expresses an idea about how the world works and the systems 

within it, the reader will apply those ideas to their own environment. For ex-

ample, a commenter in the Southern United States expressing dissatisfaction 

with immigration control policies may suggest building a border wall, prompt-

ing a reader in Italy to perceive similar anxieties about immigration and pro-

pose the idea of a sea barrier instead. This adaptation of anti-immigration ide-

ologies to different environments maintains a common blueprint.  

The idea then is that for ideologies to spread, there needs to be something 

which everyone can recognise. As has been previously stated, however, there 

lacks a centralised authority to which online users can orient. This thesis pos-

tulates that commenters therefore co-construct identities and social categories, 
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both for the self and for others, which they can recognise in their own envi-

ronments. As is demonstrated in the studies, the elements of the identities are 

fluid and undefined, dismantled and certain parts reassembled from one space 

on the internet to another. The spread of ideologies thus becomes a dynamic, 

ongoing discursive event.  
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4 Methods and Materials  

The methods and materials used in the four studies differed from each other 

and also changed over time. The datasets grew, shrunk, and in some cases 

were completely discarded over the course of the five-year project. Likewise, 

various methods and approaches were applied; some were used for the anal-

yses, some were not applied though they still influenced the thinking behind 

the analysis, while others were found to be irrelevant. As such, this section 

aims to give an overview of the four studies in terms of how the most signifi-

cant methods were applied to the data, and moreover how these relate to one 

another.   

4.1 Materials  

This section will discuss the three datasets, specifically in relation to the news 

stories they cover, the sites from which they were collected, and how they 

were collected. The three datasets were compiled from comment sections on 

news stories relating to gender-based issues. The following three sections will 

give a brief description of each of these news stories and how they relate to 

the studies.  

4.1.1 The #MeToo movement and YouTube  

Studies I and III used news stories relating to the #MeToo movement. The 

#MeToo movement was founded on Myspace in 2006 by activist and survivor 

Tarana Burke in order to spread awareness and empower victims of sexual 

violence. The movement became a global phenomenon in 2017 when actress 

Alyssa Milano encouraged others to share their experiences of sexual assault 

using the hashtag #MeToo on Twitter, principally in the wake of sexual assault 

and rape allegations against Hollywood director Harvey Weinstein. The 

movement spread around the globe and into 2018 and 2019, leading to various 

resignations, protests, and court cases.  
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The two news stories used in Studies I and III cover the #MeToo movement 

in France and Spain. In France, the story specifically relates to a letter signed 

by one hundred prominent French women in which they cast aspersions on the 

movement, declaring it to be puritanical and suggesting that it criminalised 

harmless flirtations. In Spain, the story responds to a court case in which five 

men accused of gangraping a 19-year-old woman during the bull-running fes-

tival in Pamplona were given sentences which many felt were too lenient.  

The data for Studies I and III were collected from official YouTube sites of 

the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) and the British Broadcasting 

Corporation (BBC). In total, 3,172 comments comprising 133,903 words were 

collected, with 1,164 comments (63,076 words) coming from the ABC video, 

which documented the story in France, and 2,008 comments (70,827 words) 

from the BBC video covering the story in Spain. YouTube user demographics 

skew slightly towards men, with those aged 24-34 making up the largest single 

demographic (12.6%) and overall men aged 18-44 comprising 30.8% of the 

total traffic, while women aged 18-44 make up 23.5% (Statista, 2023). The 

gender distribution shifts in older demographics, with men and women aged 

55-64 making up equal numbers (4.6% each) and women aged 65+ making up 

4.9% of traffic compared to 4.3% for men of the same age. Statistics are not 

available for non-binary users.  

The above gives an idea of the overall profile of YouTube users. However, 

specific data is not available for those who use it to access mainstream news 

documentaries. Also, of course, YouTube differs from a more “traditional” 

online news site. While the data do come from the official BBC and ABC 

channels, YouTube’s algorithms mean all viewers can be directed towards 

viewing this material, rather than those specifically subscribed to or searching 

for the content. While both the BBC and ABC limit commenting on their of-

ficial sites, some news sites have encouraged their readers to use alternative 
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platforms, such as YouTube or Facebook, to continue participating in and en-

gaging with the news discussion, even though such discussions are often felt 

to be lacking in quality (Fu, 2023). That the data come from comment sections 

on YouTube rather than official news sites is considered in terms of how the 

discourse in this dataset differs from those of the other two datasets.  

4.1.2 Gender inequality during Covid-19 in comment sections of 

higher education-adjacent news outlets 

The second topic (Study II) relates to the experiences of working women, spe-

cifically mothers in academia, during the Covid-19 pandemic. Despite signif-

icant strides in gender equality in academia, the pandemic lockdowns in 2020 

revealed that many of the underlying issues remained. These were mainly that 

much of the responsibilities of the home, such as childcare, housework, and 

household management, continued to fall on the shoulders of women. In aca-

demia, this meant that many women had to make sacrifices where men did 

not, which often resulted in a slow down or complete stoppage of research and 

publication. The ways in which the pandemic laid bare the less obvious gender 

disparities in society, or ones which many presumed had been resolved, be-

came a talking point around the world.  

The data for Study II come from three articles published on Inside Higher Ed, 

The Guardian, and The New York Times. The data in total numbered 32,701 

words from 390 comments, with 113 comments (9,040 words) coming from 

Inside Higher Ed, 149 comments (12,254) coming from The Guardian, and 

128 comments (11,407 words) coming from The New York Times. The first 

two articles, from Inside Higher Ed and The Guardian, were published in 

April and May of 2020, so relatively early on in the pandemic lockdowns. As 

such, the reports of decreased publishing by academic mothers was specula-

tive and anecdotal. However, the third article used, from The New York Times, 

was published in October of 2020 and therefore provided more concrete evi-

dence of the effects on academic mothers’ scholarly output. While the other 
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three studies were looking for a more general idea of how certain issues were 

being discussed, the criteria for Study II were more specific. The Study’s aim 

was to understand how publishing discrimination was being discussed by 

those with a solid knowledge of higher education.   

Inside Higher Ed is an online news resource specifically targeted at those 

working in tertiary education. Up to five articles are available freely to the 

public on the news site, after which membership is required, though there is 

no fee. Membership is also required to comment on the website. The gender 

distribution is 59.42% female readers to 40.58% male readers (Similarweb, 

2023a). There is no information about non-binary readers. 

The Guardian does not target specific demographics and since 2010 has not 

published details on its readers’ education levels. However, at that time, 65% 

of UK Guardian readers had obtained a degree or above, compared to 23% of 

adults in the UK overall (The Guardian, 2010). While it is not possible to know 

how many of these readers still had any familiarity with higher education, they 

would at the very least have more insight than those who never attended uni-

versity. The gender balance between readers of The Guardian may be as close 

as 49.88% female readers to 50.12% male (Similarweb, 2023b). Again, there 

is no information about non-binary readers. 

The New York Times again has a highly educated readership, with the most 

recent statistics showing that 72% of readers hold a university degree (Let-

ter.ly, 2023). Moreover, 21% state they have completed some form of higher 

education, leaving only 7% of its readers who have no received no form of 

higher education. Again, it cannot be certain to what extent the readers have 

maintained a familiarity with the world of academia, though they will have 

some experience due to their educational background. The readership of The 

New York Times appears to be relatively well-balanced in terms of gender, 

with 55.07% female readers to 44.93% male (Similarweb, 2024c). There is no 

information available about non-binary readers.  
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4.1.3 Missing White Woman Syndrome and online news comment 

sections  

The third topic (Study IV) is Missing White Woman Syndrome (MWWS). 

MWWS is a term coined by US journalist Gwen Ifill in 2004 in response to 

the phenomenon by which crime stories involving white women gained more 

press coverage and public attention. The two stories used for Study IV were 

that of 33-year-old UK woman Sarah Everard and 22-year-old US woman 

Gabby Petito, both of whom went missing and were ultimately murdered in 

2021. Everard’s case was widely circulated due to the fact that her murderer 

was found to be a London metropolitan police officer who had kidnapped her 

under the false pretence that he was arresting her for breaking the Covid-19 

lockdown curfew. Petito’s case was arguably more extensively covered and 

closely followed by the public. The case gained interest due to her fiancé’s 

suspicious behaviour in the weeks after her disappearance, which lead the pub-

lic to correctly speculate that he was her murderer, as well as her social media 

presence. In both cases, there are many correlating stories of missing women 

of colour, of lower socioeconomic classes, or men which received less cover-

age than those of Everard and Petito.  

The criteria for the data for Study IV were the broadest. Although the study 

examines a specific area of discussion, the aim was to use comments from 

individuals who were not experts on the topic or those without verifiable “skin 

in the game”. As such, a very broad online search was conducted, with more 

general search prompts such as “missing white woman” on Google News. 

From this a large dataset of 3,611,122 tokens from 179 comment sections was 

collected, which would be further refined later in the analysis. As such, the 

readership demographics and target audiences for the sources were not im-

portant in terms of search criteria.  

The three news sites which were used were selected for practical reasons, 

namely that they were among the most widely read anglophone sites which 
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still allowed comments. While most of the data come from The Daily Mail 

UK, two other publications, The Washington Post and The New York Times, 

were included as they covered much more of the Sarah Everard case. Although 

the readerships of these sites do differ, as outlined briefly below, the aim of 

the study was not to make any comparisons and so this did not affect the anal-

ysis itself.  

According to the web analytics site Similarweb.com, the traffic across these 

three news sites was relatively similar. Of the three, the greatest gender dis-

crepancy was The New York Times with 55.07% female readers to 44.93% 

male (Similarweb, 2024c), though The Washington Post was not far behind 

with 53.41% to 46.59% (Similarweb, 2024d), and The Daily Mail UK skewed 

only slightly in the other direction, with 47.67% female readers to the majority 

52.33% male readers (Similarweb, 2024e). Again, no information was pro-

vided for non-binary readers. Furthermore, all three were predominantly read 

by those in the central four age demographic groups (25-34, 35-44, 45-54, 55-

64). The New York Times have a slightly younger readership, with 25.09% in 

the 25-34 age group and 15.09% in the 55-64 bracket, as do The Daily Mail 

UK with 21.64% to 17.11% in the same brackets. The Washington Post’s read-

ership is split more or less evenly at ~20% across all four of the central four 

age groups. While there are small variations in the demographics accessing 

the different comment sections, there are no significant outliers.  

4.2 Selecting the data  

As shown in the previous section, the thesis uses comment sections from six 

platforms in total. These were YouTube, Inside Higher Ed, The Guardian, 

Daily Mail UK, The Washington Post, and The New York Times. Apart from 

the YouTube data, all initial searches began on Google News, which only 

gives results from credible news sites and moreover allows for date ranges to 

be given. A general Google search was used to find the YouTube data, as this 
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dataset initially included media from a number of sources such as news site 

comment sections. However, in the end, the studies used the comment sections 

from YouTube videos posted by recognised news corporations.  

For the most part, the data for the studies were collected through online key-

word searches. In each case, a wide net was initially cast to find as many com-

ment sections as possible. Broad searches yielded a high volume of results 

which were refined and delimited based on the project. For instance, the data 

for Study IV came from searches on Google News for “missing white 

woman”, “missing white woman syndrome” or a similar variation. These 

prompts provided results from a number of stories concerning MWWS over 

the course of several years. It was decided to limit the data collected to only 

the more recent stories, specifically those about Gabby Petito and Sarah Ever-

ard whose murders had sparked widespread discussion of MWWS. Of the ar-

ticles about Petito and Everard, it was decided to only collect the comment 

sections from articles which were published in the two months following their 

disappearances. This was not only part of the data collection process, but also 

helped in giving a cursory idea of how certain news topics were being dis-

cussed. The headlines of the news stories themselves gave some insight into 

how the stories were being presented by the news corporations, while activity 

in the comment sections provided an idea of how much readers were engaging 

with the stories.   

In many cases, and especially as the thesis progressed, the data used were 

based on availability due to the ongoing deactivation of online comment sec-

tions. For the most part, issues with moderation are cited as the motivation for 

shutting down comment sections, with new sites stating that the balance of 

friendly or benign comments to malicious ones ultimately tips to the latter. 

For several years many online news sites which maintain comment sections 

have chosen to either limit which news stories they feature on, or they are 

heavily moderated. Moderation, however, comes with significant costs and is 
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not always effective. It may be for these reasons that there has been a decrease 

in the number of people who are actively engaging with online news stories 

(Eddy, 2023; Fu, 2023), which has had an effect on how I collected the data.  

Despite the overall decrease in the number of comment sections, they continue 

to exist on many widely read news sites. The amount of engagement with 

comment sections, when they are allowed, does not seem to have decreased. 

Moreover, there is evidence to suggest that although not everyone comments 

on an article, many will read the comment sections (Jomini Stroud et al., 

2016). As such, the influence of discourse in comment sections should not be 

overlooked; it may have as much an impact on how readers conceive of a news 

story as the journalists.  

While research into digital discourse can be concerned with all multimodal 

and multisemiotic communication that is mediated through digital contexts, 

this thesis is concerned only with the text data. There are several logistical 

reasons for this: the first is simply that the different sites contained quite dif-

ferent affordances for multimodal communication (See Section 2). The second 

is that commenting, unlike other online interactions, is textually mediated to 

a higher degree (Barton & Lee, 2013). Finally, and perhaps this is related to 

the previous two points, there were relatively few emoji used in the data. Ex-

tensive research has shown that emoji use tends to be overestimated (overview 

of literature in Pérez-Sabater, 2019) and moreover that their use is topic-de-

pendent and usually less common in more serious topics (Nishimura, 2015). 

The emoji were therefore removed from the data along with metadata relating 

to usernames, locations, and time signatures before the analysis began.   

4.3 Methodological framework  

As mentioned above, the four studies for the thesis call upon a variety of ma-

terials and methods to explore the discursive construction of ideologies, 

though each of the four studies can be considered a discourse analysis. The 
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four studies explored different methods in order to move towards a more com-

prehensive methodology for analysing the discursive construction of ideolo-

gies in ONCSs .  

Although the thesis is not a corpus linguistics project, as has been previously 

stated the studies do use corpus-assisted methods in the analyses. The amount 

to which corpus software helped with the analyses differed between the four 

studies. AntConc (Anthony, 2023) was used for different purposes in each of 

the analyses for an initial understanding of what was happening in the data. 

For example, at the beginning of all four analyses, the data were input into 

AntConc and searches for elements such as keywords and collocates were 

made, which gave an idea of which words or word combinations were most 

prevalent in the dataset. Study IV’s novel use of n-grams to reveal patterns in 

strings of words was particularly useful for analysing the larger dataset. The 

data for Studies I and III were also coded using NVivo (NVivo, 2017), a qual-

itative analysis software which allows for patterns in data to be recoded and 

visualised in various ways. AntConc and NVivo were primarily used as starting 

off points and were approached “naively” (Baker & Levon, 2015) without pre-

set hypotheses about what would be revealed. 

Corpus-based methods were used alongside CDA to reveal themes and pat-

terns in the discourse in the data. Corpus-based methods have proven produc-

tive in allowing CDA researchers to see patterns in discourse which they may 

otherwise have overlooked (Fairclough et al, 2011). The combination of CDA 

and corpus-based methods facilitates the identification of broader patterns in 

the data which can then be analysed on a textual level, an approach which has 

been applied effectively in several recent studies of online discourse (Coffey-

Glover & Howard, 2023; Fleckenstein, 2024; Zhang & Zhuang, 2023). The 

combination therefore proves particularly useful for digital discourse analysis, 

as it allows for large datasets to be analysed for social and ideological pro-

cesses at a lexico-grammatical level. 



56 

 

The Appraisal framework was applied to three of the four studies to differing 

degrees. Appraisal is concerned with how social status and, as such, power, 

are constructed through lexico-grammatical features of dialogic interaction 

(Martin & White, 2005). Despite coming from different scholarly traditions, 

with Appraisal developing from Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) and 

CDA from sociolinguistics, this interest in power means that the two ap-

proaches work well together. In the studies, Appraisal was used in comple-

mentation with CDA to explore how commenters assign values to what they 

and others are saying and doing, and as such, how they express an ideology in 

relation to that.  

Within the Appraisal framework there is the subcategory of Attitude, which 

relates to expressions of evaluation in language (see Section 3.1) and refers to 

systems of meanings used for expressing feeling. Attitude is further divided 

into Affect, relating to positive and negative emotions, Judgement, relating to 

evaluations of behaviour, and Appreciation, which relates to how aesthetics 

are valued. The most important of these subcategories in this thesis is the sub-

category of Judgement, which is concerned with how language is used to con-

struct ideas of norms and values, also a central concern of CDA.  

Judgement informed the analysis of lexico-grammatical features in Study I, 

showing how negative judgements of women’s capacity constructed them as 

weak and untrustworthy, while negative judgements of normality constructed 

feminists and immigrants as not authentically belonging in European society. 

Judgement was instrumental again in the analysis in Study III, in particular 

how judgements of normality were used to construct two interviewees and 

their ideologies as “Other”. Martin and White (2005) divide Judgement into 

two categories: Social Esteem, which relates to approved ways of conducting 

oneself in civilised society, and Social Sanction, which refers to how morally 

upstanding we are. These categories can be broadly mapped onto two of van 

Leeuwen’s strategies of Legitimation (2007), rationalisation (Social Esteem) 
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and moral evaluation (Social Sanction). Although legitimation through moral 

evaluation and legitimation through rationalisation can be said to “keep each 

other at arm’s length” (Van Leeuwen, 2007, p. 100), it has also been suggested 

that there is an interrelationship between the two (Cmeciu, 2019). This inter-

relationship is illustrated in Study IV, where in a single comment we may see 

delegitimation of the discourse around media bias by, for example, suggesting 

that it is not upstanding to discuss it (moral evaluation) and also that those 

who are offended by the coverage should simply ignore it (rationalisation). 

Strategies of (de)legitimation are used in the analysis of how social rights are 

granted or limited in discourse (Martín Rojo & van Dijk, 1997; van Dijk, 

1998; van Leeuwen, 2007). The accordance of Appraisal and (De)legitimation 

is demonstrated in the thesis in how effective the analysis of lexico-grammat-

ical features of Judgement is at uncovering strategies of (de)legitimation. 

Appraisal also aided in the analysis of how commenters invoked other voices 

in order to construct support for their ideologies, relating to dialogicity (Bakh-

tin, 1981). This discursive construction of an in-group, which hold the same 

values and beliefs as the commenter, was used to bolster the ideological dis-

course through the implication that support and validation exists elsewhere 

on- or offline. Analysis of the dialogic features of the ONCSs examined how 

commenters expand, but more commonly contract, dialogue, which was ana-

lysed using the category of Engagement in the Appraisal framework. Dialogic 

expansion and contraction was most explicitly used for the analysis of how 

ideologies were discursively constructed in Study III, though the subcategory 

also informed the analysis to a certain degree in Studies I and IV.  

The subcategory of Engagement proved particularly fruitful in demonstrating 

how comments which construct ideologies also limit the likelihood of a re-

sponse through discursive features such as Pronouncement, which construes a 

statement as fact, and Concurrence, which gives the impression that a com-

menter is merely agreeing with a previously-made point, rather than asserting 



58 

 

their own opinion. While dialogic expansion allows for other voices and po-

sitions to be heard in the dialogue, dialogic contraction “acts to challenge, fend 

off, or restrict the scope” of alternative positions (Martin & White, 2005, p. 

102). In the studies, commenters discursively construct a point, real or imag-

ined, with which they may argue or agree about certain ideologies. Such com-

ments contend that certain discussions have been had previously and agreed 

upon elsewhere, increasing the durability of their point.  

The coding for Study II was informed by Membership Categorisation Analy-

sis (MCA) and CDA. MCA and CDA have been traditionally viewed as in-

compatible, with MCA being concerned with the common-sense categorisa-

tion achieved in everyday interactions (Stokoe, 2012), while CDA is con-

cerned with societal structures of power and how they are (re)constructed at 

all levels of discourse (Fairclough, 1989). However, MCA also allows re-

searchers to examine the details of a sequence of interaction, rather than just 

the categories, and through this to come to conclusions about the 

speaker’s/writer’s wider ideologies and worldviews (Bamberg et al., 2011). 

As such, MCA and CDA are compatible in studies which explore what mem-

bership categorisation can reveal about how certain groups, such as academic 

mothers, conceive of their societal status and access to power.  

The dialogical elements of the discursive construction of ideologies were also 

examined in Study II using Narrative Analysis (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 

2008; Georgakopoulou, 2007; Page, 2018). Narratives can be understood as 

resources for sharing information not just within the interaction but also about 

experiences of society at large. Larger social roles are “made visible by and 

inform local telling roles” (Georgakopoulou, 2007, p. 90). Dialogic analysis 

therefore proves particularly useful in the analysis of the construction of iden-

tities and ideologies, as they can reveal how the construction of that identity 

is experienced while also constructing ideologies within the narratives them-

selves. Narrative analysis was thus complemented by MCA (Stokoe, 2012), 
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which allows that social norms and values be revealed in how commenters 

categorise themselves and others in the discourse.  

Approaches to identity construction played a role in each of the four studies, 

aiding in the understanding of how commenters construct social categories 

into which they can organise themselves and others. Of particular use in the 

analyses of identity construction was indexicality (Blommaert, 2007; Bu-

choltz & Hall, 2004, 2005; Ochs, 1992, 1993; Silverstein, 1976; 2003). Index-

icality helped in analysing which elements of an identity commenters were 

indexing in order to position themselves within the discourse, rather than nec-

essarily uncovering authentic aspects of their identity. For example, comment-

ers often expressed their opinions using the first-person plural “we”, rather 

than “I”, in order to index that their views or opinions were shared by others. 

In Study IV, for instance, when commenter (3a) suggests that there is media 

bias in deciding which missing persons are reported on, another commenter 

(3b) strengthens their rebuttal through the use of “we,” stating “We care about 

every missing person” (Study IV, p. 12). Commenter (3b) therefore aligns 

themselves with the media and the broader public, whilst also constructing 

(3a) as the “Other”. As was discussed in Section 3, identity construction was 

also informed theoretically by intersectionality, though it was used to a lesser 

extent methodologically. 

The analytical methods employed complemented one another within their re-

spective studies, while not always being in complete agreement regarding 

their theoretical underpinnings. The experimentation with various methods 

and approaches ultimately led to the methodology used in Study IV, which is 

arguably the most robust. Using corpus-based methods to identify broad pat-

terns proved valuable in the previous studies and therefore was refined for 

Study IV. Moreover, MCA and indexicality informed how social categorisa-

tion came about in the selected data. Meanwhile, a combination of Appraisal 

and CDA (namely Judgement and strategies of Legitimation) allow for an 



60 

 

analysis of how ideologies are discursively (de)constructed within the 

ONCSs. The Engagement subcategory of Appraisal, derived ultimately from 

theories of dialogism (Bakhtin, 1981), explains how comments in the data 

which express ideologies concurrently contract the dialogue. Study IV there-

fore contributes a novel approach within digital discourse analysis which has 

been strengthened by the methodological experimentations of the previous 

three studies. 

4.4 Limitations 

The following section will discuss some of the limitations of the thesis and 

how these were addressed. The first of these concerns the aforementioned dif-

ficulty in how we define ideology (Section 3.1; see also van Dijk, 1998). The 

data for Studies I and III were coded for ideologies, using the definition de-

scribed in Section 3 which holds that an ideology is a held belief which likely 

colours a person’s worldview. In order to promote clarity in how the data were 

to be coded, several stages of coding were used and at each stage the criteria 

were reflected upon and adapted if necessary. Themes were initially identified 

using inductive coding, allowing them to reveal themselves in the data. The 

comments were coded according to the more specific ideologies they espoused 

and these were then sorted into broader categories, for example comments 

coded as “Anti-men” came under the category of “Gender”, while those coded 

as “Islamaphobic” came under the category “Religion”. On some occasions, 

there were further subcategories, for example, comments which were “Anti-

France” were categorised as “Anti-West”, which fell under the main category 

of “Nation”. These categories were then re-applied to the data using deductive 

coding. This procedure was carried out twice to ensure better quality coding; 

however, as I was the sole researcher involved in this coding, the likelihood is 

that the codes were affected by my own ideologies. Such interference cannot 

reasonably be avoided in a study of this design. 
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While efforts were taken to minimise many of the issues which come from 

analysing online discourse, some issues were unavoidable and thus presented 

limitations to the project. The issue of algorithmic bias and the traceability of 

online activity is one which is similarly important yet unavoidable. While I 

took efforts to turn off data privacy settings and delete cookies, the internet 

searches I conducted were nevertheless likely impacted by my “algorithmic 

identity” (Cheney-Lippold, 2017), or the way in which we become data 

through our online activities. However, as I was not travelling to any websites 

which might heavily affect these algorithms, the results could be said to be 

representative of what the average internet user would see, albeit no doubt-

influenced by my own personal and political leanings.  

Finally, while the issue of automated content such as comments by “bots” (au-

tomated commenting programmes) is often suggested as a limitation to digital 

discourse analysis, this thesis holds the view that it is the effect of the language 

in spreading ideologies, rather than the source of it, which provides the most 

fruitful and significant findings. As such, whether or not the comments ana-

lysed in the studies have all been produced by humans is seen as inconsequen-

tial to the findings, which focus on the ways in which ideologies are discur-

sively constructed in ONCSs, rather than the motivations behind them. 

4.5 Ethical considerations 

Working with digital data presents similar ethical issues to those found in 

broader sociolinguistics and research in general (Spilioti & Tagg, 2017). How-

ever, there are also several issues specific to the field which present their own 

challenges. While various researchers, committees, and groups have devel-

oped regulations for researching the internet (e.g. the British Psychological 

Society, 2021; the Norwegian Research Ethics Committee (NESH), [2018] 

2019), this thesis follows the guidelines set out by the Association of Internet 
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Researchers, or AoIE (Franzke et al., 2020). These guidelines take the ap-

proach of ethical pluralism, which recognises a diversity in ethical approaches 

whilst acknowledging their shared values. The guidelines also accept that the 

ethical challenges of online research “will continue to multiply much more 

rapidly than our capacities to develop considered guidelines” (Franzke et al., 

2020, p. 24). This allows that the ethical considerations taken for each of the 

four studies be accepted as valid despite differences between them, as each 

holds true to basic principles of privacy and integrity.  

One of the most glaring ethical considerations for research in the field of dig-

ital discourse analysis is that of participant consent. In each of the studies in 

the thesis, comments have been reproduced as they appeared online without 

the explicit consent of the commenters. It has been argued that because public 

material online is easily accessible, it should be assumed that it has and will 

be accessed by many (Myers, 2010). Some have suggested that best practice 

could involve further anonymisation of data through a process of fabrication 

(e.g. Markham, 2012), essentially inventing utterances which the researcher 

feels are synonymous with the original found in the data. However, in inves-

tigating the more nuanced features of language such as (de)legitimation and 

indexicality, fabrication could lead to the misappropriation of meaning.  

Reproducing the excerpts exactly as they appear may furthermore have deeper 

philosophical implications, as Habermas warns that when the more integral 

elements of advanced society such as scientific truth and civility are viewed 

as forces of control along with power or money, they lose their “discursive 

redeemability”, or their ability to be justified through rational discourse (1996, 

pp. 30-31). Without going too deeply into the issue of online disinformation, 

it would appear that legitimation online functions differently because pre-

cisely the situation Habermas warns against has occurred. Validity claims, 

those claims to truth and accepted norms and values which are essential for a 

society to function, are more unstable than ever. Truth, on a philosophical 
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level, is negotiated in context by a knowledge community (van Dijk, 2014). 

Thus, in a time when scientific facts are questioned and efforts towards equal-

ity are undermined as suspicious, discursive (de)legitimation prospers. Repro-

ducing the excerpts exactly therefore seems necessary for illuminating how 

(de)legitimation functions in language.  

Another issue faced by researchers working with digital data is that of gaining 

permission from participants. When dealing with such great numbers of par-

ticipants and large datasets, getting consent from everyone is “manifestly im-

practicable” (Franzke et al., 2020, p. 10), which of course presents an ethical 

dilemma for the researcher.  It has been suggested that it is often possible to 

find original text using online search databases (BAAL, 2021). However, I 

have tested this idea that quotes can be found online with several of the exam-

ples used in my studies and have found that, even with a good amount of ef-

fort, it is not possible to easily locate the sites where the original quotes have 

been taken from. To verify this, two quotes from corpora used for the thesis 

were input into each of the top seven search engines according to Forbes mag-

azine (2024), which are: Google, Bing, DuckDuckGo, Ecosia, Yahoo, 

Ask.com, and AOL (Table 4.1). The two quotes chosen were:  

1. “My husband- professor of history - was the primary caregiver at 

times - including when he was untenured - as he had flexibilty i didnt 

have.” (Example 7 in Study II)  

2. “Her hair color has nothing to do with all the interest. So ray-cyst to 

even say that” (Example 15 in Study IV)  

These quotes both fall within Google’s 32-word search limit and have unique 

spellings and punctuation, with flexibility misspelt as “flexibilty” in the first 

example as well as the unusual use of dashes, and racist intentionally spelt as 

“ray-cyst” in the second, which should theoretically make the quotes more 

searchable. The two quotes were also input with and without quotation marks 
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around them, as these prompt most search engines to only look for that exact 

quotation; however the results remained the same for both search prompts. 

  

 Search Engine Quote 1.  Quote 2.  

Google  No result No result 

Bing  No result No result 

DuckDuckGo  No result No result 

Ecosia  No result No result 

Yahoo  No result No result 

Ask.com  No result No result 

AOL  No result No result 

 

Table 4.1. Search results for selected quotes from the data. 

 

Regardless of the results of these searches, protecting the anonymity of the 

authors of the quotes remains an important ethical consideration. Despite the 

reality that many digital researchers will never meet their participants in per-

son, it is nonetheless necessary to remember that, to the best of our knowledge, 

the individuals who have written the quotes we choose are sentient human 

beings (Bolander & Locher, 2014). The data should therefore be treated with 

the same consideration as if the original author could be easily identified. 

Ethical guidelines for internet research have also called for consideration of 

the researcher themself, especially those working with ideologically sensitive 

data (Franzke et al., 2020)  Although much of the data for the studies in the 

thesis were not particularly sensitive or offensive, there were of course many 
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instances where commenters espoused ideologies which I was personally op-

posed to and in some cases made outright abusive statements. This was par-

ticularly the case for the dataset used for Studies I and III, which featured a lot 

of misogynistic and xenophobic comments. Although somewhat primed for 

this type of language from everyday internet use, it was nonetheless necessary 

to “debrief” after some analysis sessions. It has been suggested that when 

working with “unlikeable” subjects it can be helpful to set up a file with a co-

author for recording and sharing particularly egregious examples from your 

data, or “atrocious quotes” (Rüdiger & Dayter, 2017, p. 263). As the single 

author of Studies I and III, a shared file could not be set up with another re-

searcher. Instead the more offensive quotes were shared orally with friends 

and colleagues, who often found humour in hearing them, which in turn helped 

mitigate the offense. Occasionally it can also be difficult not to attribute cer-

tain intentions to the comments analysed, and to imagine that the authors had 

certain motives (Georgakopoulou, 2016). This may be especially true of com-

ments which upset or offend. In the analyses for the studies, every endeavour 

was made to approach the data from an objective standpoint with regards to 

the ideologies being constructed.   

While efforts were made to be objective, the term “objective” here does not 

mean detached from the situation. In fact, the thesis entirely rejects that such 

a perspective is possible. Objectivity therefore is taken to mean an effort to 

remove ideological bias from the interpretations to the best of one’s ability. It 

is thus good practice to acknowledge that while personal values play a role in 

selecting which research directions to pursue, they should not determine the 

research outcomes (Douglas, 2016). As such, the actual reading of the data 

can remain undeterred by the influence of ideological biases yet determined 

by ideological principles. The difference here is recognising that a re-

searcher’s own ethical stance does not affect their ability to be impartial. There 

is acknowledgement that, as researchers, “our ethical stance is conditioned by 

the theory of selfhood we ascribe to” (Spalioti & Tagg, 2016, p. 164). This 
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outlook allows for researcher reflexivity and to probe oneself about how per-

sonal biases may influence interpretation of data, bringing them into view and 

allowing the researcher to mitigate the effects of holding these biases.  

The ethical stance taken in this thesis follows the principles of CDA and SFL 

mentioned in Section 4.3 which suggest we should produce scholarly output 

which aspires to improve society for all of its members and strives towards 

social progress. For this thesis, this meant taking the view that ideological 

comments were not only constructed by those with whom I might disagree, 

but also by those whose views are similar to my own. This meant approaching 

all the data as text which could reproduce systems of dominance.  
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5 Overview of studies  

The following section will outline the four studies of the thesis. The studies 

are presented according to their chronological order, rather than, perhaps, how 

they might be ordered thematically. The reason for this is to show how the 

theoretical and methodological approaches to analysing discursive construc-

tion of ideologies in ONCSs developed over the course of the four studies. 

While Studies I and III use the same dataset, for example, Study III builds 

more directly on Study II by focusing more acutely on the role of identity 

construction in the discursive construction of ideologies. Methodologically, 

however, Study III is closer to Study IV as it begins to adapt van Dijk’s (1998) 

strategies of (de)legitimation for the purpose of analysing the discursive con-

struction of ideologies in ONCSs. This adaptation becomes more finely tuned 

in Study IV. A detailed overview of the datasets used for each of the studies 

is provided in Section 4.1. 

 

5.1 Study I  

‘Completely incapable of logical thought’: Delegitimating the #MeToo 

movement in YouTube comment sections  

Study I resulted in an article published in the peer-reviewed journal Internet 

Pragmatics in September 2022. The study set out to analyse how certain ide-

ologies were discursively legitimated, or delegitimated, in the comment sec-

tions. To this end, the article addresses two research questions:  

1. How are attitudes indexing gender (or other) ideologies discursively 

constructed in the comment sections?  

2. How are these attitudes (de)legitimated in the discourse?  

Inductive coding was used to discern the main themes in the data. This was 

done using NVivo, and from this process it was revealed that there were seven 
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primary themes. The two most prominent of these, Gender and Nation, were 

then used for the study. This meant that the comments which espoused ideo-

logies relating to the themes Gender or Nation were used, though only those 

from subcategories which had at least 40 instances. Accounting for overlap, 

this resulted in a total of 1,548 comments which could be used in the analysis. 

The comments were analysed using the Appraisal framework (Martin & 

White, 2005), specifically the subcategories of Judgement and Dialogic Con-

traction.  

To the first research question, the study found that attitudes were most fre-

quently expressed through judgement of normality and capacity. In such a 

way, it was found, the commenters in the data were discursively constructing 

what a “normal” European citizen in a “normal” European society would look 

like, and consequently constructing which social categories would not. Fur-

thermore, the study found that these judgements regularly coincided with 

comments which were dialogically contractive. In that sense, opportunity for 

discussion was limited and thus the ideologies were invisibilised.  

To the second research question, the study found that the #MeToo movement 

was commonly undermined in three specific ways. The first of these was the 

scapegoating of migrant men as the true perpetrators of sexual violence in Eu-

rope, therefore delegitimating feminism by constructing it as misinformed or 

deliberately acting on a false premise. Secondly, the analysis found that the 

#MeToo movement was constructed as not pertaining to Europe but rather that 

it was an “imported” ideology from various anglophone nations, primarily the 

USA. Thus, the norms and values of feminism are delegitimated in the data. 

Finally, the study found that the commenters delegitimated feminism by con-

structing it as a corrupting force, something “Other” which would infect 

women’s minds and render them incapable of logical thought.  
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An additional post-publication insight is that the findings from the analysis 

are highly interrelated. In all three of the ways in which the #MeToo move-

ment was found to be undermined, it was through the discursive construction 

of an “Other”, which is at odds with European norms and values, ranging from 

the more traditional “Other” (men from the Far East and Africa), to the USA, 

Europe’s political ally, to an invisible force.  

 

5.2 Study II  

When the scales of home and the academy collapse: Gender roles and chro-

notopes in online discussions of scholarly publication during the Covid-19 

lockdown  

With Maria Kuteeva and Josep Soler  

Study II is reported in a chapter covering the experiences of women in schol-

arly publication, co-written with my supervisors Maria Kuteeva and Josep 

Soler for an edited volume titled Women in Scholarly Publishing: A Gender 

Perspective (Hultgren & Habibie, 2023) . My contribution to this study con-

cerned above all data collection and initial analysis, as well as writing up the 

first version of the manuscript and undertaking revisions after peer review. 

The chapter came about during the Covid-19 pandemic, when gender dispari-

ties in the academy seemed to have a light shone back on them. While the lives 

of women in the academy had been much improved in recent decades, the 

pandemic revealed that there was still work to be done. Study II did not aim 

to resolve these issues by any means, but rather explored how they were being 

discussed in online comment sections by those related to the issue. To this 

end, it addresses the question:  

1. How do academic mothers describe their experiences of research and 

productivity during the pandemic in online discussion forums?  
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The comment sections were selected because they were published on sites 

which were shown to have a higher percentage of readers who were highly 

educated and/or worked in higher education (Inside Higher Ed, The Guardian 

and The New York Times).   

The data were firstly coded on NVivo using Membership Categorisation Anal-

ysis (Stokoe, 2012). This was chosen as it was felt that the categories men-

tioned in the comment sections would be the ones which the commenters 

themselves felt were most salient in the discourse. Furthermore, the ways in 

which they would orient themselves within these categories would give an 

insight into how they conceive of themselves and their social roles. The rele-

vant comments were then analysed using Narrative Analysis, in order to un-

derstand how the “storytellers” (commenters) were situating themselves 

within the context.  

Using MCA, it was found that the most salient categories were related to Fam-

ily, Gender, and Academia. After an analysis of the significance of the various 

subcategories within these, it was decided that the subcategory “academic 

mother” would be further investigated.   

The study examined the comments which had been coded as relevant to the 

subcategory “academic mother” using Narrative Analysis. It was found that 

the commenters used various linguistic devices to invoke their perceived shift 

in time and space during the pandemic. Many of the comments included 

chronological run-throughs of their day-to-day lives, highlighting the enor-

mity of their responsibilities as a parent and as an academic in what they felt 

was a shrinking amount of time. By sharing these experiences and making 

their private lives public, the commenters were asserting their opinions on 

wider societal frameworks which they felt were not working in their best in-

terests.  

Study II demonstrated how commenters in online spaces orient themselves 

within certain identity categories in order to make ideological statements 
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about the systems of power in society. When the academy and the home are 

forced to share space, it shows that the two are more closely intertwined for 

some than for others. While gender inequality in academia is often considered 

an issue that can and should be solved institutionally, this study shows that, 

for many, the issue is connected to wider and more deeply rooted societal 

pressures placed upon women.  

 

5.3 Study III  

An American accent in Europe: Authenticity and Denaturalisation in 

YouTube Comment Sections 

Study III is a chapter in Dynamics of Multilingualism: Spatialised repertoires 

and representations (Kuteeva & Kerfoot, 2024), an edited volume which is 

concerned with spatial repertoires, that is the semiotic repertoires available in 

a particular context (e.g. Canagarajah, 2018). The study draws on the same 

dataset as Study I, YouTube comment sections from videos about the #MeToo 

movement. However, it engages with the data from a different angle by zoom-

ing in on how commenters question two interviewees’ American accents in 

such a way as to discursively construct them as not belonging. This chapter 

explores how two different interviewees, one a French feminist activist and 

the other a Spanish populist politician, are denaturalised and constructed as 

not authentically French and Spanish through judgements of their American 

accents as strange and suspicious.   

That similar processes were being used to delegitimate two opposing ideolo-

gies in the comment sections warranted further investigation. In order to better 

understand the discursive processes which were being used, the study set 

about answering two research questions:  

1. What discursive strategies are used to denaturalise interviewees in 

online comment sections?  
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2. How do these discursive strategies delegitimate the interviewees’ ideo-

logies?  

The study was concerned with assemblage-making in the data (Deleuze & 

Guattari, 1987; Pennycook, 2017; 2018), in particular how the American ac-

cents, as features of the interviewees’ linguistic repertoires, became features 

in assemblages representative of their respective ideologies. The data were 

analysed using the Appraisal framework. In particular, the subcategories of 

Attitude concerned with judgements of normality and capacity were prevalent, 

and also Engagement categories relating to contraction of the dialogue. The 

study also applied the concept of denaturalisation, regarding how individuals 

can be discursively constructed as not belonging to a particular language or 

ethnic community, in this case French and Spanish. 

The study found that the same processes were being used to denaturalise both 

the feminist and the populist interviewees. These processes briefly involve 

mentioning the interviewees’ American accent and stating that it was strange, 

suspicious, or indicative of a foreign education. Commenters furthermore con-

tract the dialogue by proclaiming their opinions and constructing them as ac-

cepted truths.  

The study also found that American accents were elements in the assemblages 

alongside various other elements, such as the interviewees’ appearances, 

backgrounds, or motivations, in order to construct the feminist as obnoxious 

and the populist as clandestine. These assemblages also featured as elements 

in assemblages representative of the ideologies themselves. This finding em-

phasises the dynamic nature of the elements in an assemblage, as the same 

feature is being used to signify opposing ideologies dependent on the context.  

The study further contributes to an understanding of how identities are discur-

sively constructed online and the role they play in the construction of ideolo-

gies. The study found that the same element was used to construct different 
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assemblages, becoming what can be termed an “adaptable artefact” (Penny-

cook, 2017). Significantly, this feature, the American accent, was used to con-

struct opposing ideologies, highlighting the fluidity of elements in an assem-

blage.   

 

5.4 Study IV  

Discursive (de)legitimation of media bias in news reporting of high-profile 

crimes: The case of Missing White Woman Syndrome  

Study IV has resulted in an article that has been accepted for publication pend-

ing minor revisions at the journal Discourse, Context, & Media. 

The study examines the ways in which commenters in online comment sec-

tions discuss the apparent media bias in the reporting of certain crimes. Spe-

cifically, it examines the phenomenon known as Missing White Woman Syn-

drome (MWWS), which states that the media are more inclined to report on 

violent crimes involving white women, particularly when she is missing or 

murdered. The study was interested in how commenters oriented themselves 

towards the media, and how they perceived the apparent media bias. The study 

therefore addresses the following research questions: 

1. How do commenters call attention to the issue of media bias in the com-

ment sections? 

2. How is the media bias and discourse around MWWS legitimated and/or 

delegitimated in the comment sections? 

The data for the study were collected from the comment sections of three 

online news sites, The Daily Mail UK, The New York Times, and The Wash-

ington Post. The comment sections used were from articles relating to two 

high-profile cases which have been used as examples of MWWS.  
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This study introduces a novel corpus-assisted method for discourse analysis 

to examine how media bias, particularly, is discussed in online news comment 

sections. To begin with, threads in which the media coverage of the cases was 

being discussed were identified. This was carried out by searching for the most 

common 5-grams in the data, which refer to the strings of 5 tokens which oc-

cur most frequently. These were found to be “has nothing to do with”, “there 

are a lot of”, and “you don t have to” (the word “don’t” is represented in corpus 

analyses as two tokens, “don” and “t”). This revealed the main themes being 

discussed by the commenters. For the purpose of this study, the comments 

which were specifically discussing the media attention were used for analysis. 

The threads were analysed in terms of the social categories and identities being 

constructed within them. The threads were then analysed using van Leeuwen’s 

(2007) strategies of legitimation framework. The study focuses on the ten-

dency of commenters to downplay media bias when discussing cases like the 

murders of Petito and Everard. The analysis revealed that commenters engage 

in two key legitimation strategies—Legitimation by compassion and Legiti-

mation by exception—to rationalise media attention as driven by factors other 

than race or gender. Commenters often claim they care for all victims equally, 

thereby rejecting the notion that media bias plays a role. Additionally, two 

delegitimation strategies—Calls for civility and Highlighting personal 

choice—are used to undermine discussions about media bias, presenting those 

who raise the issue as divisive or insincere. 

The study finds that these strategies make it difficult for open discussions 

about MWWS and media bias to take place. While media bias is not outright 

denied, it is framed as irrelevant in these contexts. This hinders productive 

dialogue, suggesting that online comment sections may not be effective spaces 

for addressing systemic inequalities. The study highlights the importance of 

acknowledging the role of media consumers in perpetuating such biases.  
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6 Discussion  

In this section, the main findings from each study will be thematised in relation 

to the overarching research question, which asks: How are ideologies discur-

sively constructed in online news comment sections? The thesis presents three 

interconnecting findings: 

• The discursive construction of ideologies requires the discursive con-

struction of social identities;  

• These social identities grant authority to (de)legitimate or be (de)le-

gitimated in the context (only) of the comment sections; 

• Comments which (de)legitimate ideologies of gender and otherwise 

in ONCSs are dialogically contractive, limiting the opportunity for 

deliberative discussion of different opinions.  

In relation to the first of these findings, the studies demonstrate the intercon-

nectedness of (de)constructing social identities and (de)constructing ideolo-

gies. The connection between identities and ideologies is well-documented in 

sociolinguistic studies, as understanding the reasons and motivations behind 

the formation of identities is as important as understanding how identities are 

formed (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004). The thesis contributes to this by revealing 

how, in the everyday social categorisation and identity construction in 

ONCSs, there underlies ideologies. The thesis also demonstrates how the dis-

cursive construction of ideologies in ONCSs is reinforced by processes of so-

cial and identity categorisation. As such, these two process of identity con-

struction and ideology construction have equal and intersecting parts to play. 

As shown in Table 6.1, in each of the studies the commenters construct sim-

plified versions of identities which can come to be, explicitly or in some in-

stances more implicitly, representative of ideologies as a whole.  
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 Identities Ideologies 

Study I Feminist, immigrant Anti-feminism, nationalism 

Study II Academic mother Gender equality 

Study III Feminist, populist Anti-feminism, anti-popu-

lism 

Study IV Ideal victim, non-ideal 

victim 

Gender equality, racial 

equality, Pro-media 

 

Table 6.1. Identities and their connected ideologies in Studies 1-4. 

 

In each of the four studies, the social identities which are constructed differ, 

as do the aims and purposes of the (de)constructions. Commenters construct 

negative representations of certain social categories which foster ideologies of 

exclusion and traditional hegemonies. For example, in Study I, commenters 

suggest that immigrant men, rather than European men, are responsible for 

sexual harassment in Europe. In this way, the commenters scapegoat non-Eu-

ropeans and promote ideologies of nationalism and ethnocentricity. In Study 

III, both feminists and populists are denaturalised in the European context, 

with commenters suggesting that either ideology does not authentically be-

long. These negative representations of particular ideological groups as not 

belonging continues ideas of a monocultural society. Emphasising difference 

to construct a social category which does not “belong” has bee shown in stud-

ies of online spaces where ideologies of xenophobia and monolithic nation-

states are perpetuated (e.g. Cmeciu, 2019; Lee & Su, 2019). These same pro-

cesses used to delegitimate feminists, namely suggesting they suffer from 

mental illness or disrupt traditional norms and values, has also been used to 

delegitimate homosexuals on Chinese social media (Zhang & Zhuang, 2023). 

In the studies, constructing certain social groups as “Other” allows that such 
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ideologies persist while the norms and values associated with them are con-

strued as established.  

Commenters also self-categorise into social groups of “Us”, indexing identi-

ties which grant access and status in the context of a certain ONCS. Partici-

pants in online spaces are creative in how they build connections and a sense 

of belonging (Jackson & Seiler, 2018) and, particularly in anonymous online 

communication, often engage in greater identity work to establish credibility 

in context (Jacknick & Avni, 2017; Vasquez, 2014). For example, in Study II 

commenters identify themselves as hard-working and undervalued academic 

mothers, an identity category which holds status due to the topic under discus-

sion in the ONCSs. The construction of this identity also underscores ideolo-

gies relating to gender equality and appeals for a more progressive social 

structure. While Study II provides a more explicit example of self-categorisa-

tion, the construction of the “Other” ultimately must also be seen as construct-

ing the dual “Us”. Commenters downplay differences between themselves in 

order to exaggerate the contrast with the “Other”, and in doing so self-catego-

rise themselves into the “Us” group (see Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). The con-

struction of the “Us” and the “Other” is integral in the spread of ideologies 

(van Dijk, 1998), as it readily provides a target for whom dissatisfaction can 

be blamed and against whom discrimination is accepted. 

While the thesis demonstrates that there is an inherent link between identity 

and ideology, the processes by which both are constructed is not straightfor-

ward. The interdeterminacy of social categorisation and ideologies in Study 

IV perhaps best exemplifies this complexity, as commenters construct identi-

ties which represent the “ideal victim”, and by contrast, the less ideal victim, 

in order to delegitimate discourses around racial and gender discrimination by 

the media. The studies demonstrate how varying linguistic affordances are 

used in the construction of identities, namely MCA and indexicality. How-

ever, indexicalities of identity online can often become oversimplified; as they 
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move into the “highly ideologized space of the media, they rapidly undergo 

simplification and erasure” (Bucholtz, 2009, p. 164). As such, the identities 

which are constructed in the data often lack nuance and complexity, which in 

turn can overgeneralise or misrepresent the ideologies. The studies in this the-

sis highlight the intricacies of identity and ideology construction online. 

Another key finding of the thesis relates to how identity construction is used 

in the legitimation and delegitimation of ideologies in ONCSs, contributing to 

our understanding of the impermanence of identity construction (Bucholtz & 

Hall, 2005). The four studies contribute to research which shows how the con-

struction of identities is an ongoing, interactive event, which often serves the 

purpose of legitimating, or delegitimating, certain ideologies (Ho, 2023; Ide-

vall Hagren & Bellander, 2023). While many studies have shown that individ-

uals may adopt certain identities in conjunction with certain ideologies, and 

vice-versa, this thesis explores the relationship from a different angle. Specif-

ically, the thesis examines the fluidity of social categories in context and how 

they are constructed and deconstructed for the purpose of (de)legitimating par-

ticular ideologies. For instance, the four studies demonstrate how the efforts 

towards progressive ideals, such as gender equality and reduced border con-

trol, are often produced in the same ways that commenter discursively con-

struct conservative ideologies, such as traditional family values and protec-

tionist policies. By following the lines of opposing ideologies, expressions of 

progressive ideals can be said to deepening the marks left by conservative 

agendas (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). It is important to analyse how ideologies 

of various natures, particularly those which oppose one another, are being dis-

cursively constructed, as such analyses expose the processes themselves, ra-

ther than just the results.  

While the thesis demonstrates how social categories and identities factor into 

the construction of ideologies, as was indicated before, it also underlines the 
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complexities of this interrelationship. Taking the example of the social cate-

gories of gender, race, and nationality, it can be seen that similar or related 

identity categories can be used in myriad ways to achieve different results. For 

example, in Study I, both the feminist identity and immigrant men in Europe 

are constructed as corrupting forces which are harmful to women, with femi-

nism disabling women’s abilities to be rational and immigrant men being re-

sponsible for sexual violence against European women. In the study, feminist 

ideologies are tied to hysterical emotionality while immigrant men are con-

structed as primitive and unrestrained, contrasted with the perceived ideal of 

European male stoicism. In Study II, the social category of gender, rather than 

race or nation, is most central as the academic mothers highlight that when 

society demands they choose a role as either “academic” or “mother”, they 

feel pressure to choose the “mother” role. This is despite being highly quali-

fied in prestigious careers, demonstrating that despite advances in gender re-

lations, the mother is still the idealised role for a woman. While race and na-

tionality feature less prominently in Study II, there has been a suggested link 

between conception of traditional western motherhood and whiteness (Proc-

tor, 2022). In Study III, the feminist is constructed as entirely un-European, 

however the same processes of denaturalisation are used to construct populist 

ideologies as un-European also. The affordances and malleability of social 

categorisation in the (de)construction of ideologies is demonstrated in how the 

same processes are used to delegitimate opposing ideologies. Returning 

briefly to Study I, we also see European women constructed as coquettish, in 

need of protection from the advances of foreign men. This same idea of white 

women representing society’s most delicate characters, most in need of our 

safeguarding, is seen in Study IV. The study shows how, when the issue of 

media bias is raised, commenters deny that race or gender play a role, while 

also restricting the opportunity to discuss possible discrimination. This rela-

tionship between ideologies of gender and of nation and race is important in 

the thesis.  
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Despite acknowledging the complexities of gender power relations, the stud-

ies each demonstrate how traditional (white) womanhood is being discursively 

reproduced in online comment sections, whether or not the commenter’s aim 

is to perpetuate or dismantle systems of gender-based discriminations. In the 

studies, traditional womanhood is characterised in the data as the girl, pure 

and in need of protection, and the mother, devoted to the home. The idea that 

white women must be cossetted, rather than privilege them, objectifies white 

women and undermines their agency. This finding furthermore demonstrates 

how gender and gender stereotypes may become conflated and exaggerated in 

online spaces (Herring & Kapidzic, 2015). The interrelationship between so-

cial categorisation and ideologies is therefore demonstrated in how the iden-

tity constructed in the datasets reproduce traditional western hegemonies of 

gender and race in various ways. 

The final finding of the thesis is that comments which are ideological in nature 

were concurrently dialogically contractive, i.e. shutting down alternative 

voices and opinions. In the four studies, it was found that evaluations were 

constructed against backdrops which referenced other voices (Martin & 

White, 2005), an expected finding as ideologies by definition include evalua-

tive beliefs or opinion (van Dijk, 1998). A verbal performance, including a 

printed verbal performance, “engages, as it were, in ideological colloquy of a 

large scale: it responds to something, affirms something, anticipates possible 

responses and objections, seeks support, and so on” (Voloshinov, 1995, p. 

139, a Bakhtinian perspective found in Martin & White, 2005, p.  93). Thus, 

dialogically contractive comments can be seen to reinforce broader ideologi-

cal discussions by suppressing dissenting voices. 

The comments ostensibly allow for other voices, and thus there is a sense that 

the space is one of deliberative engagement, exemplifying the idealised public 

sphere in which politics and matters of the day can be discussed between equal 

parties (Habermas, 1962). The public sphere, theoretically, should allow for 
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the multitude of voices to co-exist within the text, in this case ONCSs. In this 

sense, the totality of the social world represented comes into existence as the 

various social identities and ideologies are allowed and encouraged to flourish 

within the text (Bakhtin, 1981). However, as the thesis shows, there is very 

little true engagement with other voices. Rather, dissenting opinions come into 

the discourse, are briefly engaged with, and then cease (within that context) to 

exist.  

The potential for various voices to be heard in discourse is important for pre-

venting hegemonic powers from gaining too much control, which is facilitated 

by their discourse coming to be seen as “natural” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 91). 

Allowing for a variety of voices and viewpoints is essential for the continua-

tion of democratic societies, as those in power (politicians) need to be seen as 

credible. In order to do so, they must exist somewhere in the tension between 

validating and maintaining societal norms, and also allowing for ongoing en-

gagement by civilians (Habermas, 1962, 2022). In simple terms, governments 

in a democracy uphold the constitutional laws of their society while also con-

sidering the general popularity of those laws. If they do not take this into ac-

count, they run the risk of dissenting voices reaching a critical mass and trig-

gering a change in who is in power. The finding that ONCSs do not present 

an opportunity for open and deliberative discussion therefore contributes to 

scholarship which recognises the need for a space of engagement online, and 

the risks to society when such a space is not provided. 

Through its four studies, the thesis shows that the discursive construction of 

ideologies online is varied and context-dependent. It is important to recognise 

this if the greater aim is to try to move the internet towards the ideal of a 

Habermasian public sphere, a space for deliberative engagement with social 

issues where individuals feel their voice is heard. In the four studies, there is 

a constant tension between ideological conceptions of the social world. On the 

one hand, commenters speak against a backdrop of progressive politics, social 
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unification, and equal rights for all. On the other hand, they speak to cultural 

conservatism, traditional values, and counter-globalisation. Online, the points 

towards which these two extremes flow have become increasingly nebulous, 

allowing for greater multiplicities (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). The deterrito-

rialisation of society through its digitalisation has led to the “global dissolution 

of boundaries in space and time”, which allows for multiplicities in that “these 

flows have simultaneously become condensed, differentiated, and multiplied 

according to functions and contents” (Habermas, 2022, p. 158, emphasis in 

original). These findings highlight the nuanced and evolving nature of online 

language use, exemplifying the necessity for context-based solutions.  
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7 Conclusion 

The thesis contributes to the field of discourse analysis, in particular digital 

discourse analysis, in several important ways, particularly regarding the dis-

cursive construction of ideologies in online news comment sections. While 

much of the existing research on the discursive construction of ideologies fo-

cuses on official forms of communication, such as political speeches, or on 

online spaces that are specifically curated for certain ideologies, such as the 

manosphere, this thesis adds the scholarly output by examining the more com-

monplace online spaces that are news comment sections. These spaces are of-

ten overlooked and yet are crucial for understanding how everyday users en-

gage in ideological construction and negotiation. This shifts the focus from 

traditional gatekeepers of ideology (such as media organisations or political 

institutions) to the ordinary public, providing new insights into how ideologies 

spread online. 

As is discussed in more detail in Section 6, the main findings of the thesis can 

be summarised into three overarching themes. The first of these involves the 

relationship between identity construction and ideology construction. The dis-

cursive construction of ideologies in the datasets are supported by the discur-

sive construction of identities and social categories. The thesis finds that com-

menters in ONCSs construct identities for themselves and others, and that this 

in intrinsically linked to conceptions of hegemony and power within the con-

text of that ONCSs. The fluidity of identity construction, and which social 

categories are valued in which contexts, contributes to our understanding of 

power dynamics in online spaces.  

The thesis also finds that commenters construct identities and social categories 

for themselves and others in order to (de)legitimate ideologies. For example, 

negative representations of feminists or immigrants support exclusionary ide-

ologies such as misogyny or nationalism. Conversely, self-identification as, 
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for example, academic mothers emphasises ideologies around gender equal-

ity. Commenters construct social identities which are used to discursively 

(de)legitimate ideologies relating to issues such as media bias, gender, or ra-

cial discrimination. Again, the thesis finds that the effectiveness of these pro-

cesses is situational, exemplifying how values and norms are conditional ra-

ther than constant.  

Finally, the thesis finds that comments which engage in (de)legitimating ide-

ologies tend to contract the dialogue, limiting deliberative discussion. While 

ONCSs theoretically allow for diverse voices, the thesis shows that, in prac-

tice, dissenting opinions are often dismissed rather than engaged with. This 

creates a discursive environment that limits genuine debate and often rein-

forces dominant ideologies rather than challenging them.  

The thesis contributes to our understanding of the role of social categorisation 

in the discursive construction of ideologies in demonstrating that commenters 

construct identities for themselves and others which are used to (de)legitimate 

certain ideologies. Commenters furthermore evaluate others in terms of their 

normality and connectedness. Highlighting the role of judgement and evalua-

tion in the discursive construction of the “Other” underscores how norms and 

values are implicitly (re)produced in language in order to construct certain 

ideologies, and those that hold them, as belonging or not.  

In focusing on gender-based issues in particular, the thesis contributes to dis-

cussions on how gender ideologies are constructed and contested in digital 

spaces. However, the thesis demonstrates that it is not only gender ideologies 

which are discursively constructed in ONCSs related to gender-based issues, 

highlighting how the discursive construction of one ideology is often bolstered 

by the construction of another. The ways in which different ideologies inter-

sect and overlap is therefore revealed in the studies in the thesis. 

Finally, the thesis contributes methodologically to the field through its em-

ployment of variety of methods such as Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), 
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Appraisal theory, Narrative Analysis, Membership Categorisation Analysis,  

and corpus-assisted approaches, in order to examine how ideologies are con-

structed in online spaces. The four studies in the thesis made use, to varying 

degrees, of corpus-assisted methods in order to detect patterns in the data 

which were then analysed qualitatively using approaches such as CDA and 

Appraisal theory. The four studies can therefore be seen as advancing the 

methodological toolkit of digital discourse analysis, with Study IV demon-

strating a particularly sophisticated application of these methods. The thesis 

contributes to the field in its employment of these various approaches, demon-

strating how different analytical frameworks can be combined to reveal a more 

nuanced understanding of ideological construction online. 

As has been stated previously, many online news sites have been disabling 

their commenting systems due to issues around harassment and hate speech. 

Those that have kept comment sections often use auto-moderation to try to 

ensure aggressive speech is not published. However, as the studies in this the-

sis show, discrimination in language is not always overt and thus not easy for 

an auto-moderation system to spot. As articificial intelligence is increasingly 

being adapted for purposes such as auto-moderation, the findings of these 

studies can contribute to research on how to recognise more implicit prejudi-

cial and discriminatory language. A possible future direction would be to ex-

amine the affordances and limitations of auto-moderation and articificial in-

telligence for accurately identifying how ideologies and discrimination can be 

constructed in more nuanced language. As has been suggested in this extended 

introduction, it is important to recognise that occasionally criticisms and chal-

lenging discussions are valid and necessary for creating a well-functioning 

public sphere. Overall, this thesis contributes towards our understanding of 

the limitations and possibilities of creating online spaces for deliberative so-

cial engagement. 
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Sammanfattning på svenska 

 

Avhandlingen undersöker den diskursiva konstruktionen av ideologier i kom-

mentarsektioner på nätet, specifikt på nyhetssidor. Datan hämtas från ny-

hetsartiklar relaterade till genusbaserade frågor, såsom MeToo-rörelsen, 

könsdiskriminering inom akademisk publicering under Covid-19-pandemin 

och könsrelaterad mediebias i rapporteringen av försvunna personer, känt som 

”Missing White Woman Syndrome”. Genom att granska diskursen i dessa 

kommentarsektioner syftar avhandlingen till att avslöja hur ideologier kon-

strueras även i mer tillgängliga, vardagliga onlineutrymmen. De fyra studierna 

i avhandlingen behandlar frågan om hur ideologier diskursivt konstrueras i 

dessa kommentarsektioner ur olika perspektiv och med olika metoder och ma-

terial. Dessa är huvudsakligen baserade på kritisk diskursanalys, kompletterat 

med tillvägagångssätt såsom bedömningsramverket (Appraisal framework), 

narrativanalys, dialogism och korpusstödda metoder. 

Avhandlingen bidrar till vår förståelse av sambandet mellan identitet och ide-

ologi, särskilt genom att undersöka hur den diskursiva konstruktionen av ide-

ologier i datan är kopplad till social kategorisering. Kommentatorer konstru-

erar identiteter för sig själva eller andra, som används för att (de)legitimera 

vissa ideologier. Dessutom illustrerar avhandlingen dialogismens roll i kon-

struktionen av ideologier i kommentarsektioner på nätet. Kommentatorer ex-

panderar och kontraherar dialogen för att tillåta eller begränsa andras röster 

och åsikter. De utvärderar även normaliteten i vissa praktiker för att konstru-

era dem som legitima alternativt illegitima. Avhandlingen bidrar därmed till 

forskningen om hur ideologier diskursivt konstrueras i onlineutrymmen. 

Den första studien handlar om två YouTube-videor som rapporterade om Me-

Too-rörelsen i Spanien och Frankrike. MeToo-rörelsen uppstod i reaktion mot 
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det utbredda problemet med sexuella trakasserier och diskriminering i Holly-

wood. Även om rörelsen generellt sett mottogs positivt, fanns det de som an-

såg att reaktionen var för stark. Denna studie undersöker kommentarsektion-

erna till två dokumentärer producerade av stora sändningsbolag som publicer-

ats på YouTube. I den första videon intervjuar en reporter från Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) olika människor i Paris om deras åsikter om 

ett brev undertecknat av 100 framstående franska kvinnor som kritiserade Me-

Too-rörelsen. Den andra videon innehåller en reporter från British Broadcast-

ing Corporation (BBC) som genomför intervjuer i Spanien i samband med en 

rättegång om ett gruppvåldtäktsfall. Studien analyserar hur ideologiska mön-

ster interagerar i kommentarsektionerna, särskilt hur antifeministiska, nation-

alistiska och invandringsfientliga ideologier ofta sammanfaller. Ideologiska 

kommentarer analyseras också för lexikala och grammatiska drag som 

uttrycker attityder som indexerar ideologier. Detta gjordes med hjälp av Ap-

praisal framework. Analysen avslöjar att ideologier som uttrycks i kommen-

tarsektionerna framkallar känslor av konservativ nationalism och västerländsk 

manlig hegemoni. Dessa ideologier uttrycks dessutom på ett sätt som pre-

senterar dem som självklarheter snarare än som ideologier. 

Den andra studien handlar om erfarenheterna hos akademiska mödrar och 

publicering under Covid-19-pandemin. Könsrelaterade skillnader i akademisk 

publicering, särskilt för kvinnor med barn, har länge rapporterats. Pandemin 

förvärrade och underströk dessa frågor i ännu högre grad. Denna studie un-

dersöker hur erfarenheter av livet under nedstängningen narrativiseras av 

akademiska mödrar i kommentarsektioner på onlineartiklar som behandlar 

ämnet könsobalans i akademisk publicering under pandemin. Datan hämtas 

från tre artiklar publicerade på The Guardian, Inside Higher Ed och The New 

York Times respektive hemsidor. Varje artikel publicerades under de tidiga 

månaderna av nedstängningen 2020, när bevisen för könsobalans fortfarande 

till största delen var anekdotiska. Metodologiskt applicerar studien först 

medlemskategoriseringsanalys för att förstå hur könsroller inom akademin 
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framträder i online-diskussionerna. Därefter används narrativanalys för att un-

dersöka hur deltagarna i kommentarsektionerna berättar om sina egna och an-

dras upplevelser. Intensifieringen av personliga och professionella påfrest-

ningar representeras i narrativen genom krympande rum och tid. Genom att 

utforska detta som ett kronotop visar studien hur nedstängningen orsakade ett 

sammanbrott mellan hem- och arbetslivets skalor, en process som akademiska 

mödrar upplevde som påtaglig. 

Den tredje studien undersöker hur en amerikansk accent används i två separata 

sammanhang för att delegitimera motstridiga ideologier. Datan för studien 

kommer från samma kommentarsektioner som användes i studie 1, två 

YouTube-dokumentärvideor som diskuterar efterdyningarna av MeToo-rörel-

sen. Studien visar hur kommentatorer avnaturaliserar två intervjuade personer 

– en fransk feministisk aktivist och en spansk populistisk politiker. Med hjälp 

av Appraisal framework och delegitimeringsanalys finner studien att den 

amerikanska accenten uppfattas som något som inte ”hör hemma”, men att 

den samtidigt representerar två olika ideologier, feminism och populism. 

Studien använder begreppet assemblage för att förstå detta, och den amerikan-

ska accenten kan därför ses som en ”anpassningsbar artefakt”, ett element av 

en assemblage som samtidigt är robust i vad det betyder och ändå formbar i 

sin tillämpning. Studien belyser därmed elementens obeständiga natur inom 

assemblages. 

Den fjärde studien behandlar en lucka i forskningen om mediebias i nyhets-

bevakning, med fokus på hur nyhetskonsumenter engagerar sig i frågan. Ge-

nom att använda sig av kommentarsektioner på nätet undersöker studien hur 

kommentatorer diskuterar frågan om ”Missing White Woman Syndrome”, 

som syftar på den ökade mediebevakningen av fall som involverar unga, vita, 

medelklasskvinnor. Datan för studien kommer från The New York Times, The 

Washington Post och Daily Mail UK. Studien tillämpar en ny metod genom 

att använda korpusbaserade metoder för diskursanalys, där 5-gram används 
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för att identifiera bredare diskursmönster i datamängden. Appraisal frame-

work och (de)legitimering används för att analysera de identifierade teman i 

detalj. Studien finner att sociala kategorier åberopas för att belysa frågan om 

mediebias i kommentarsektionerna. Studien avslöjar dock att medieintresset 

legitimeras av andra kommentatorer, som refererar till andra element i rap-

porteringen för att legitimera mediabevakningen eller delegitimerar diskussio-

nen om potentiella fördomar i bevakningen genom att anklaga dem som tar 

upp frågan för ohövlighet Följaktligen kontraheras diskussionen om medie-

bias och frågan konstrueras som irrelevant. 

Genom sina fyra studier visar avhandlingen att den diskursiva konstruktionen 

av ideologier online är varierad och kontextberoende. Avhandlingen visar 

emellertid att den diskursiva konstruktionen av ideologier är kopplad till kon-

struktionen av sociala kategorier och identiteter, och undersöker dessutom di-

alogismens roll i denna konstruktion. Avhandlingen bidrar till vår förståelse 

av att ideologier även finns i de mer tillgängliga och vardagliga onlineutrym-

mena, och att de ofta implicit konstrueras i diskursen inom dessa utrymmen. 

Spridningen av ideologier i sociala medier antas ofta vara en avsiktlig och 

öppen praktik; var och en av avhandlingens studier indikerar dock motsatsen 

och avslöjar att ideologisk retorik online istället kan vara mycket mer nyanse-

rad. 

Avhandlingen bidrar till en förståelse av det nära sambandet mellan ide-

ologi och identitet. Medan många studier har visat att individer kan anta vissa 

identiteter i samband med vissa ideologier, och vice versa, utforskar denna 

avhandling relationen ur ett annat perspektiv. De fyra studierna visar hur kon-

struktionen av identiteter i kommentarsektioner på nätet är en pågående, in-

teraktiv händelse som ofta tjänar syftet att legitimera eller delegitimera vissa 

ideologier. 

 


